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Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say. 
—Shakespeare, Aing Lear 
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Introduction 


Gender, Structure, and Dialogue 


This book is about the power that is exercised by, contested by, and 
occasionally shared by American men. The canon of realist male- 
cast drama does not merely illustrate and display such power; by 
repeatedly staging it, this drama transforms it into an active and 
crucial component of American cultural politics. Thus, American 
male-cast drama affords a unique perspective on the mutual deter- 
minations of dramaturgy and culture, particularly on the relation- 
ship of realism to changing gender codes. Precisely because of the 
absence of women from its otherwise realistic context, the male- 
cast play embodies a striking, double-edged politics. On the one 
hand, the choice of realism, which purports to mirror reality, in- 
vites the playwright to document the historicity of patriarchal ide- 
ology, its dogmas as well as its variations. On the other, unfortu- 
nately, it is only the dogmas that have traditionally been privileged 
in the canon under study. In spite of its place in realist tradition, 
most variations of American male-cast drama resist the diversity 
of American male experience and its challenge to traditional mas- 
culinities; rather, they aggressively limit themselves to perpetuating 
a rigid, antihistorical account of male identity. 

Realism is the dramatic mode that makes the strongest claim 
to forging links between a play’s theatrical system and its cultural 
context. The characters in realist drama purport to voice our 
thoughts; their words are supposed to be our words. But, as recent 
feminist criticism points out, realist drama’s account of reality is 
thoroughly determined by patriarchal ideology. In particular, the 
materialist feminist perspective, which, according to Jill Dolan, 
“deconstructs the mythic subject Woman to look at women as a 
class oppressed by material conditions and social relations” (10), 
reveals how realist drama tends to reify “the dominant culture’s 
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inscription of traditional power relations” (84). Yet “[rlather than 
considering gender polarization as the victimization of only 
women,” Dolan (who acknowledges her indebtedness to Gayle Ru- 
bin) argues that “materialist feminism considers it [gender polariza- 
tion] a social construct oppressive to both women and men,” since 
both are “historical subjects whose relation to prevailing social 
structures is also influenced by race, class, and sexual identifi- 
cation” (10). Inspired by this theoretical position, Jeanie Forte asks 
“whether or not a realist play could not also be a feminist play” 
(115), and Elin Diamond wonders if there can be a “feminist mime- 
sis” (69). 

Recent explorations into the issue of women’s writings, femi- 
nism, and realism in literary studies by such critics as Rita Felski, 
Paulina Palmer, and Anne Cranny-Francis have redeemed the value 
of a “new realism” in fiction that, as Laura Marcus points out, 
associates “realism and an identity politics” (24) of diversified fe- 
male subjects. Felski, in particular, forcefully demonstrates how the 
“confession [i.e., autobiographical realism] and the novel of self- 
discovery” by women authors reveal the “search for identity ... as 
a dominant motif, exemplified in the construction of a model of 
gendered subjectivity combined with a self-conscious appeal to a 
notion of oppositional community” (16). In the “search for iden- 
tity,” or as Felski suggests, “the construction of [the] self as a cul- 
tural reality” (78), writers of fiction continue to employ realist 
forms to represent changing subjectivities. For this reason, the pos- 
sibilities of “new realism”’—in terms of representation, for in- 
stance—stimulate provocative questions if one relates them to is- 
sues of gender representation in drama. Can dramatic realism ever 
be a site for the subversive practice of challenging dominant ideol- 
ogy? Can the “hegemony of realism” be disrupted and dismantled, 
thereby unmasking what Lynda Hart calls “the re-creational power 
of mimesis” (4)? Can dramatic realism present diverse subjects, 
women and men, whose individual manifestations of gender are 
not restrained by conventional social codings? Can drama respond 
to the notion that “[iJdentity is not a destiny,” as Jeffrey Weeks 
argues, “but a choice. ... [a] self-creation...on ground not freely 
chosen but laid out by history” (209)? 

It would seem that of all realist representations none would 
be more antithetical to this program than a male-cast play. Surely 
men among themselves make the best (because most unchallenged) 
agents of patriarchal mimesis? Yet if one examines the dynamics 
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of male-to-male dialogue, one finds that certain male-cast plays 
actually do challenge or at least qualify the realist model of rigid 
gender polarization. Not all such plays automatically and wholly 
reinscribe dominant ideology, not, that is, if we identify that ideol- 
ogy as the semiotic of maleness produced by the male-cast canon 
as a whole. 

Although realism has traditionally reflected patriarchal ideol- 
ogy and presumed (white) male spectatorship, perhaps more glar- 
ingly in male-cast drama than in other plays, several contemporary 
American playwrights are confronting the assumptions that under- 
lie the representation of male subjectivity. They are embracing the 
notion that the asymmetries of gender affect the construction of 
male subjectivity, resulting in a varied range of male identities 
when dramatizing men alone together. In doing so, they are also 
acknowledging the presence of a diverse male and female specta- 
torship. The playwrights’ pioneering efforts indicate a possible 
shift—albeit a slight one—in attitudes toward male representation. 
This shift, in turn, enjoins a new critical commitment to specificity 
when discussing the limitations and possibilities of realist repre- 
sentation. Critical awareness of exactly how cultural codes are ma- 
terialized in dramatic dialogue allows recognition of those slight, 
but significant, movements toward dialogue that resists normative 
gender codings. 

During the last decade, the male-cast plays at the forefront in 
challenging traditional models usually share two characteristics: 
first, they respond to or are informed by major post-World War II 
events: the Civil Rights movement, the AIDS crisis, and the ongoing 
impact of contemporary feminism on American life; and second, 
they feature persons of color or gays or both. In regard to the latter 
characteristic and contrary to popular assumptions, minority male- 
cast drama, historically, has not challenged the patriarchal norm. 
Rather, its characters have been presented as objects within the 
dominant culture who become subjects only after they claim their 
status as gendered subjects—that is, as men, culturally defined. As 
exemplified by some of the recent plays that focus on minority 
characters, however, the representation of gender in realist drama, 
and in male-cast plays in particular, need not be hopelessly static 
and therefore need not be summarily dismissed, as it has been. 
While all men “share in the privilege of the phallus” (Schor 264), 
not all men experience phallic power in the same way. This differ- 
ence is critical to this project. Diverse manifestations of self- 
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identified power, which exist as counterpoints to culturally coded 
power, are beginning to be written into male-cast dramas. 

Conventional male-male representations adhere to the re- 
straints of a rigid, binary system of gender coding. For the most 
part, they effectively erase differences among men based upon race, 
class, and sexual orientation, as they foreground their characters’ 
identification—their subjectivity—according to polarized codings. 
“The formation of gender identity,” argues Rubin, “is an example 
of production in the realm of the sexual system” (167); the gender 
system “fashion[s] maleness and femaleness into the cultural cate- 
gories of masculinity and femininity” (Dolan 6). Up to the last 
decade, the most prominent feature distinguishing men among 
themselves in drama was the degree to which a man embodied 
“masculine” or “feminine” characteristics. The more individual- 
ized option that all men are “differently masculine” from one an- 
other,! for instance, was not a choice in terms of dramatic represen- 
tation. Quite simply, a man rarely articulates his divergences from 
traditional gender codings. He does not acknowledge his “personal- 
ist terrain,” which Una Chaudhuri identifies as one’s “difference 
within” (199).? 

Nowhere is the limiting of the characters in male-cast drama 
more vivid than in the dynamic of their dialogue. What men on 
stage say or do not say to each other when women are absent is 
nothing short of a full-fledged semiotic, one that includes strict 
rules about the settings of plays, the behaviors of characters, and 
the topics of conversation. This semiotic appears with surprisingly 
little variation in a surprisingly large number of plays. The full 
impact of a male-cast play’s deviation from conventional dramatur- 
gical strategies cannot be appreciated without identifying the dis- 
tinguishing settings, behaviors, and topics of this imposing and 
hitherto unexamined body of literature. Only then can one recog- 
nize the force of the communicative dynamic so long authorized 
by the male-cast canon. 


Where the Boys Are 


The American male-cast canon is immense. Over one thousand 
plays have been produced;° of these, over five hundred realist plays 
have been published. Many of America’s noted playwrights have 
written at least one male-cast play, including Eugene O’Neill, 
Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams, Edward Albee, George Kaufman, 
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William Inge, Paul Green, Lanford Wilson, Charles Fuller, Amiri 
Baraka, Ed Bullins, Arthur Kopit, David Rabe, Israel Horovitz, 
Miguel Piñero, Thomas Babe, James Purdy, Ronald Ribman, David 
Henry Hwang, Philip Kan Gotanda, Harvey Fierstein, Terrence 
McNally, and Robert Schenkkan. Two of our most celebrated play- 
wrights, David Mamet and Sam Shepard, have, along with Robert 
Patrick, devoted the vast majority of their dramatic output to the 
male-cast play. With very few exceptions, male-cast plays are writ- 
ten by men; among well-known women playwrights who have used 
the form are Maria Irene Fornes, Megan Terry, and Lavonne 
Mueller.* In general, white male authorship far outnumbers all oth- 
ers. White gay and African American playwrights are the most fre- 
quently published minorities. 

As for the ethnicity of the characters in published plays, the 
vast majority are, again, white. Fewer than one hundred published 
plays feature African American characters, considerably fewer still, 
Latinos and Asians. None, to my knowledge, feature Native Ameri- 
cans. Approximately half of the published plays include one or 
more minority characters, either men of color or gay men or (very 
rarely) bisexual men. In short, the heterosexual white male is no- 
ticeably the most frequently dramatized figure in male-cast plays; 
the white gay, followed by the black male, is the most frequently 
represented minority character. 

Where male-cast drama parts company most decisively with 
other American drama is in its choice of setting. In general, male- 
cast plays do not bear out what we assume to be American play- 
wrights’ preference for domestic settings. Few occur solely in the 
private sphere of a home, especially if they are cast predominantly 
with heterosexuals. However, male-cast plays that feature mainly 
gays are frequently set in homes.5 

Public spaces—either in institutions of confinement or places 
of work—are the most frequent locale in male-cast plays. This fea- 
ture provides a significant but complex link between these plays 
and an aspect of modern drama that has been theorized, most con- 
vincingly by Carol Rosen, under the figure of impasse. According 
to Rosen, “total institutions’—hospitals, insane asylums, prison, 
or military training camps—“at once naturalistically and symboli- 
cally” express how “different journeys of the human spirit” toward 
“self-fulfillment [are] thwarted by a relentless Structure” (12, 20, 
22).6 Although American male-cast plays are often set in total insti- 
tutions (with the noticeable exception of asylums),’ they neverthe- 
less yield a quite different reading of the theme of confinement. Far 
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from thwarting men’s aspirations, institutional settings afford the 
characters a kind of freedom usually denied to them elsewhere. 
The kind of freedom I mean is quite precise—it is self-expression. 
Traditionally, writers have found in institutional environments dra- 
matic situations that yield engaging dialogue and action. These 
confined settings function in male-cast drama as “an apparatus for 
transforming individuals,” Michel Foucault’s description of the ac- 
tual prison system (1979, 233). The infrequency of alternative set- 
tings is noticeable and disturbing, for it implies the crippling no- 
tion that men cannot talk personally to each other until they find 
themselves menaced by coercive and confining institutions. Yet, 
personal engagement is precisely the vital component of American 
realist dramaturgy. 

The other favored site of male-cast plays is the workplace. 
Here too “action...is rigidly controlled” (Rosen 260): workplaces 
involve congregation at a centralized location and the performance 
of repetitive tasks. Most importantly, they also have a predeter- 
mined hierarchy of authority. This hierarchy directly influences the 
shape of the plays’ dialogue; the “laws of the space [they] inhabit” 
often determine when characters converse and what they talk 
about. The most popular setting in what Mel Gussow calls “occupa- 
tional dramas” (qtd. in Rosen 265) is a professional environment, 
usually an office; nonprofessional working environments are rarer.® 
This preference reflects the concerns of a middle-class American 
drama that is invested in perpetuating patriarchal images of cul- 
tural power and success. The appeal of these images rests in their 
ability to capture the society’s almost fetishistic devotion to hierar- 
chical structures, as well as to embody the spectator’s often private 
desires for social recognition and influence. Situated far from work- 
ing-class environments and representing men’s interaction in a hi- 
erarchical context, these plays help systematize male dominance 
over subordinate individuals. Occupational dramas confirm the 
culture’s investment in the idea of authority. And within those 
dramas, “the judges of normality are present everywhere....the 
teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the ‘social worker’—judge; it is on 
them that the universal reign of the normative is based” (Foucault 
1979, 304). 


Boys Will Be Boys 


It is precisely when American men are in institutional settings of 
confinement, and to a lesser extent in workplaces, that the likeli- 
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hood of their self-expression—or their self-disclosure—increases. 
By self-disclosure I mean something almost wholly contained 
within the realm of language: an individualization that overcomes 
the restrictions of cultural coding, in particular the powerful mas- 
culine ethos, but an individualization wholly manifested in the 
characters’ articulation of personal truths. Besides these settings, 
however, there are several other devices that playwrights employ 
to prompt self-disclosures: alcohol, drugs, and violence. 

Speaking in a voice that recalls many characters who extol the 
virtues of drugs, Jay, the flamboyant, marijuana-smoking author in 
Robert Patrick’s The Haunted Host, remarks that drugs “tend to 
make one talk rather loosely and honestly” (312). Jay’s altered state, 
like that shared by the men in Mart Crowley’s The Boys in the 
Band, allows him to release any self-conscious inhibitions in favor 
of raw, revealing comments. Just as drugs release candid talk in 
characters, so does alcohol. As the Coach warns his soused, 
middle-aged former teammates in Jason Miller’s That Champion- 
ship Season, confessional talk, an unmanly behavior, comes from 
men who “drink like women” (31). 

Throughout twentieth-century American drama, men together, 
regardless of their profile, drink too much or take drugs and then 
talk self-disclosingly.® “Sobriety diminishes, discriminates, and 
says no,” William James submits, while “drunkenness expands, 
unites, and says yes” (377). Noting the importance in drama of 
drunken truth telling, Thomas Disch asks, “Are English-speaking 
peoples such inveterate sots that all their important emotional 
transactions must be conducted under the influence? Or is it rather 
that playwrights cannot resist the dramatic convenience of the Gos- 
pel according to Dionysus: In vino veritas” (661). In respect to the 
dramaturgy of the male-cast play, this is indeed part of a coded 
system in which drink and drugs facilitate personal talk among 
men. 

While use of alcohol and drugs generally precedes men’s self- 
disclosing dialogue, it can also lead men into violent abuse, 
whether verbal or physical, of one another. But male-male violence 
in drama does not depend exclusively upon this device: in fact, 
most verbal and physical abuse occurs when the characters are 
sober. Violent interaction, like alcohol and drug consumption, is 
coded in male-cast plays as a feature that precedes men’s self-dis- 
closing dialogue. Very simply: male characters often fight with 
words or fists before they talk personally. This feature holds 
throughout the canon, with one significant exception. Gays among 
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themselves are much more likely to speak personally without first 
resorting to violence.’ Interestingly enough, they do make use of 
the other technique of male intimacy, drink and drugs. 

“Booze and women. I tried to protect you from it,” the Coach 
reminds his “boys” in That Championship Season (J. Miller 26). 
Implicit in the Coach’s remarks is the belief that both alcohol and 
women are agents of confessional talk. Or, put differently, a drunk 
man has the potential to talk openly, like a (sober) woman, who is 
presumed to speak personally. This comparison raises a critical 
issue about realist dialogue: what does it mean to have a man speak 
like a woman? From yet another perspective, what is the function 
of women characters in dramatic talk? A look at mixed-cast plays 
reveals the centrality of the women’s verbal contributions to the 
progression of dialogue toward characters’ self-disclosures. If, for 
instance, one examines the scenes between Linda Loman and her 
sons in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman as conversation, Linda 
emerges as an active participant in the talk: she eagerly responds 
to her sons’ comments, asks them pressing questions (especially 
about their relationship to their father, Willy), and steadfastly re- 
fuses to settle for easy, impersonal responses. Linda’s contributions 
substantially influence the play’s developing action; they are cen- 
tral to the structure of the play’s dialogue as well as to the develop- 
ment of its major themes. 

I deliberately focus on Linda Loman since she has come to 
represent, for many, a quintessential male-constructed object—a fe- 
male Other—who embodies a damaging stereotype of woman, wife, 
and mother. Understanding Linda’s role as a participant in the 
play’s conversations does not deny her culturally defined positions 
as woman, wife, and mother within the play’s heavily coded lan- 
guage system. Many critics have convincingly addressed the latter, 
most recently Gayle Austin (1, 46-51). But while Linda may not 
“act on her own behalf” (Austin 48), she nonetheless actively con- 
tributes to conversations at which she is present; she is not a pas- 
sive, silent presence. Her voiced contributions, like those of most 
women characters in realist drama, have direct impact on ensuing 
verbal exchanges and dramatic actions—despite, or perhaps be- 
cause of, her sex and gender. 

Precisely because women’s words strongly influence these de- 
velopments—one can argue, after all, that Linda’s direct plea that 
“attention must be paid” stimulates her sons’ subsequent actions 
and talk—the issue becomes immediately sex and gender centered: 
What happens to dramatic dialogue when women are absent, leav- 
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ing men alone together? How do men talk among themselves when 
no woman is present? 

On the most obvious dramaturgical level, one can observe the 
extent to which playwrights initiate men’s self-disclosing dialogue 
via the technical substitutes—alcohol and drug use and violence— 
for the verbal contributions of women characters. More profound 
in its implications for dramatic theory and realism, however, is the 
question of whether men, in the absence of women, replicate a 
gendered language system, one in which the voices of male and 
female, masculine and feminine, self and other remain, albeit com- 
ing exclusively from the mouths of men. If such a system exists, 
what are its features, and what can interrupt its otherwise charac- 
teristic dialogue and representations? And finally, to what extent 
is American male-cast drama responsive to the diversities of male 
experience and changing gender codes in its representation of men? 


Gender, Dialogue, and Semiotic Apparatus 


While Simone de Beauvoir’s model of gender as sociocultural “uni- 
versals” has been extensively revised by later, multidisciplinary 
theory,! it remains relevant to the study of male-cast drama, in 
which gender is represented as socially constructed universals. 

In her revolutionary book The Second Sex, Beauvoir presented, 
according to Peggy Reeves Sanday, “three basic propositions which 
articulated the view that sociocultural universals are at the heart 
of universal sexual asymmetry”: (1) “the symbolic structures 
defining masculine and feminine conform to an essentially static, 
dialectical pattern of binary oppositions in all societies”; (2) “this 
dialectic follows a universal pattern: the masculine is associated 
with culture and the feminine is associated with nature”; and (3) 
“the nature of the dialectic places males in a position of dominating 
and exploiting women as culture exploits nature.” From these 
propositions, Beauvoir “saw gender in terms of a semiotic appara- 
tus that followed a universal pattern” (Sanday 1990, 2, 3).1? This 
pattern establishes that humanity 


is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative 
to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being.... She is 
defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he 
with reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential as 
opposed to the essential. He is Subject, he is the Absolute—she 
is the Other. . . . Otherness is a fundamental category of human 
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thought. Thus it is that no group ever sets itself up as the one 
without at once setting up the Other over against itself. 
(Beauvoir xvi-xvii) 


Identifying specific, historically constituted social formations 
of gender, Beauvoir represents gender universals through the oppo- 
sition between men and women as gendered beings: Man, as male, 
is subject and Self; Woman, as female, is object and Other; Woman, 
from her own (ego’s) perspective, however, can also be, unto her- 
self, subject and Self.15 This position on gender construction is the 
foundation of materialist feminist thinking (Moi). 

As Beauvoir points out, “The drama of woman lies in this 
conflict between the fundamental aspirations of every subject 
(ego)—who always regards the self as the essential—and the com- 
pulsions of a situation in which she is the inessential” (xxix; em- 
phasis added). The “situation” in a male-cast play is determined 
by and limited to the interaction of men among themselves. Hence, 
one would expect such a play to be filled with male subjects. How- 
ever, when one examines the semiotics of the realist play, this does 
not prove to be the case. The semiotic system of the male-cast play 
relies upon subject-object structures, and the dramatic situation 
and the men’s talk are heavily coded according to the social con- 
struction of gender as identified in Beauvoir’s model. Some men 
in a group are essential subjects, and they identify as such only 
because they refer to absent women or objectify any remaining men 
as Other. 

Beauvoir’s definition of subject as one who “can be posed only 
in being opposed—he sets himself up as the essential, as opposed 
to the other, the inessential, the object” (xvii)—is, thus, an apt 
account of the distinction between subject and object that deter- 
mines linguistic and social dynamics among men in drama. In 
male-cast drama, a man’s objectification of another man—or the 
male subject’s construction of a male object—is most often located 
in the latter’s difference from the former, which is usually deter- 
mined by his race, ethnicity, class, religion, sexual orientation, or 
simply by his inadequate mirroring, or embodiment, of the gender 
codes of the (white) masculine ethos. (The male as “inessential,” 
to use Beauvoir’s term, or the male as object, is more commonly 
represented in male-cast drama than is the “essentially” diversified, 
or the differently masculine, male as subject.) 

Beauvoir’s assertion that gender is a semiotic system of socio- 
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cultural codes is further illuminated by revisionist theories of a 
“sex-gender system,” as set forth by such feminist social scientists 
as Rubin and argued, more recently, by Teresa de Lauretis. A sex- 
gender system, according to de Lauretis, “is both a sociocultural 
construct and a semiotic apparatus, a system of representation that 
assigns meaning (identity, value, prestige, location in kinship, 
status in the social hierarchy, etc.) to individuals within the soci- 
ety.... The construction of gender is both the product and the pro- 
cess of its representation” (5). A differentiated sex-gender system 
continues to operate, therefore, in the same-sex gender system of 
the male-cast play. Here, the “product” and “process” are a rep- 
resentation of masculinity in which the Beauvoirian gender dif- 
ferentiation between subjects (male) and objects (female) is mapped 
onto and divided among individuals in the all-male group. This 
representation is most strikingly forged in what Keir Elam calls the 
play’s “discourse coherence” (182-84). 

In his influential The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama, Elam 
urges, with certain important qualifications, the extension of theo- 
ries of speech events in real life, such as John Searle’s speech act 
theories or H. P. Grice’s philosophy of language, to dialogue in 
dramatic texts.14 Elam’s interest in Grice’s identification of the “Co- 
operative Principle” in actual talk exchanges, in particular, is use- 
ful in understanding Elam’s theory of dramatic dialogue. The Coop- 
erative Principle states, “Make your conversational contribution 
such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted 
purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are en- 
gaged” (Grice 45; emphasis added).'5 Elam suggests that a coopera- 
tive principle exists in the construction of dialogue, whereby “dra- 
matic speakers...produce utterances which are informative... 
‘true’ with respect to the dramatic world (unless strategically insin- 
cere), comprehensible and relevant to the occasion” (173). 

While actual talk and dramatic dialogue may share a pragmatic 
participatory dynamics, the equation between the two kinds of talk 
“cannot be taken very far” (Elam 178).1° According to Elam, the 
systematic difference between dialogue and real-life conversation 
is “the degree of textual control to which dramatic discourse is 
subject” (182).17 In other words, a conversation has fewer textual 
constraints governing its progress than does dramatic dialogue. 
Elam identifies six “levels of textual coherence” that usually con- 
strain dramatic dialogue (182-84);18 the third level is “discourse 
coherence”: 
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Each exchange or monologue within the drama, according to 
the “followability” requirement, will be geared towards a clear 
“topic” of discourse (or overall “theme”), changes in which 
will be plainly signalled. Similarly, the individual “objects” of 
discourse (referred to in the course of the exchange or mono- 
logue) will be introduced in a strategic order, rather than at 
random (as is often the case in ordinary conversation). (183) 


The literary critic interested in analyzing drama as a semiotic 
system finds him- or herself most at home at this level of coherence 
because of its attention to content—specifically topic selection and 
order of discussion. Since each talk exchange within drama, ac- 
cording to Elam, is “geared towards a clear ‘topic’ of discourse (or 
overall ‘theme’),” I highlight the general topic selections in male 
characters’ cooperative and uncooperative communications (the lat- 
ter recalls Grice’s “conversationally unsuitable” discourse [45]). 
Less concerned with how the dialogue functions as a comprehen- 
sive linguistic interaction (which includes extralinguistic actions), 
therefore, I analyze what the dialogue reveals at the level of dis- 
course coherence.'9 This emphasis on substance or theme reveals 
a culturally determined grouping of topics as a consistent feature 
of men’s dramatic dialogue. Furthermore, the male characters en- 
gage these topics in a specific order. 

Whereas Elam suggests that unique “strategic orders” exist in 
single written texts, one can argue that an order also characterizes 
an entire canon. In the male-cast canon, this strategic order is di- 
rectly aligned with the degree of the characters’ participation in 
cooperative or uncooperative talk exchanges. In order to demon- 
strate this concurrence I analyze the discourse coherence of thir- 
teen published plays that are paradigms of the canon in respect to 
this specific focus. The majority of these plays come close to sus- 
taining a fully realized dramatization of a specific dynamic of com- 
munication. (The only exceptions are the realist plays in which 
self-disclosing dialogue predictably occurs between men because 
it is generated within confining institutions [chap. 3] and a nonreal- 
ist play that rejects the neoclassic unities [chap. 4].) The majority 
of plays adhere, in general, to the neoclassic unities (especially as 
they relate to the structure of discrete acts): these plays represent, 
in effect, sustained conversations between characters simply be- 
cause the speakers and listeners are not interrupted or inexplicably 
transformed because of abrupt changes in time, place, or action. 
Finally, all thirteen plays represent distinct levels of how American 
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male characters talk among themselves in various contexts; each 
also illustrates the range of features indigenous to a specific level 
of the dramatic dialogue’s coherence. These features reflect both 
the linguistic-literary and the cultural codes operating within the 
dramatic system. These codes, in turn, indicate the power of the 
semiotic of maleness to determine through characters’ dialogue the 
sociolinguistic dramatic system.?° 

A significant difference between Beauvoir’s model of gender 
universals (which is based in lived experience) and that which 
operates in nearly all male-cast drama is that Beauvoir’s model is 
flexible in its responsiveness to historical influence and cultural 
change. The model depicted in male-cast drama is intractable by 
comparison, unresponsive to such influence and change. But, as 
Linda Bamber rightly points out, everything has changed within 
the culture since Beauvoir’s writing: “the culture changes in re- 
sponse to the claims of individual women and women in turn re- 
spond to the changing culture” (10). Asking if this means that 
women “will cease to be the Other in fiction by men,” Bamber 
concludes, “I presume not”—as do I in respect to male-cast drama. 
Despite cultural changes, woman does not cease to be Other in the 
fiction of nearly all (male-authored) male-cast drama. Although 
male-cast plays reflect Beauvoir’s and materialist feminism’s per- 
ception of the construction of gender in society, most conclude 
with a contrasting perspective: gender exists independently from 
and outside any evolving cultural history. 

This double perspective is possible because the plays’ repre- 
sentations of gender operate from two distinct, yet interrelated po- 
sitions: social constructionism of gender and determinism of gen- 
der. A feminist and semiotic perspective on male-cast plays seeks 
to track the precise mechanisms of this system of social construc- 
tionism and determinism. Whereas their dynamic relationship is 
rarely acknowledged, particularly in the formation of the dramatic 
text, the realist male-cast canon affords the most intense illustration 
of their dramatic alliance—especially the depth to which determin- 
ist gender construction functions. 

Although speaking about the semiotic constitution of the per- 
formance text and feminist poetics, Sue-Ellen Case indirectly ad- 
dresses the problematic relationship between social construction- 
ism of gender and realist drama: 


Cultural encoding is the imprint of ideology upon the sign—the 
set of values, beliefs and ways of seeing that control the conno- 
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tations of the sign in the culture at large.... For a feminist, this 
means that the dominant notions of gender, class and race 
compose the meaning of the text of a play, the stage pictures 
of its production and the audience reception of its meaning. 
(1988, 116-17) 


From within the interpersonal dynamics represented in the male- 
cast play itself, characters appear to comprehend and to experience 
gender as a social construction. That is, they appear to act accord- 
ing to a social prescription that identifies ways men are supposed 
to be. Thus, the cultural construction of gender informs, if not 
outright determines, a play’s discourse coherence: male characters’ 
dialogue replicates the socially constructed binary of male/female, 
masculine/feminine, and Self/Other. 

It is exactly the schematic predictability of the discourse coher- 
ence in the conventional male-cast play, however, that reinforces 
for the spectator a kind of determinist perspective on gender; that 
is, the discernible mapping of the language of male representation 
encourages a “well, that’s just the way men are” reading of the 
characters’ lives. The schematic progression in the discourse coher- 
ence originates from the tension between the (apparent) desire to 
particularize dramatic content (through the individualization of 
character that is otherwise overdetermined by social codings) and 
to adhere to the (apparently) inflexible demands of realist structure. 
A reading of the plays’ discourse coherence reveals this canon’s 
rigid perspective on gender as monolithic and unchanging. 

On the other hand, if one pinpoints through the same semiotic 
analysis how authors actually attempt to write characters out of a 
monolithic structure in order to individualize them, one reveals a 
deeper “language” structure that also shapes male-cast plays and 
male representation. This structure moves beyond the notion that 
gender exists independently from and outside of any evolving his- 
tory and, instead, responds to the notion that gender is socially 
constructed and thereby changeable. A deeper text and its meaning 
are generally submerged and overwhelmed by the overdetermina- 
tion (via conventional, static gender codings expressed in dialogue) 
of male representation. A dramaturgical tension remains not unlike 
the theoretical tension that exists in feminism, according to Naomi 
Schor, between “the interplay of social constructionism and essen- 
tialism.” This “interplay,” according to Schor, remains an “unre- 
solved (and perhaps unresolvable) debate within feminism” (267), 
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a position most recently documented by Donna Landry and Gerald 
MacLean. 

The recurrent dramatization of gender binaries in male-cast 
plays is a far cry from Judith Butler’s vision of gender “as a corpo- 
real field of cultural play” (1988, 531). Rather than being presented 
as Butler’s “basically innovative affair,” gender is repeatedly played 
out as a binary system when men are among themselves in drama. 
And while Butler’s philosophical, phenomenological notion that 
gender “is not passively scripted on the body, and neither is it 
determined by nature, language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming 
history of patriarchy” in lived experience, male interaction in real- 
ism continually represents gender as determined by and through 
language. Gender-based (and, therefore, gender-biased) dialogue in 
male-cast drama is presented, to turn Butler’s use of the phrase, as 
a “linguistic given.” Whereas Butler explores what possibilities 
“exist for the cultural transformation of gender through [specific 
corporeal] acts” (1988, 521) in lived experience, I examine here 
what possibilities exist for the dramatic transformation of gender 
through “realist” dialogue. 


Man to Man 


Whether brought together out of choice, necessity, force, or familial 
bonding, characters in the American male-cast play initially engage 
one another cooperatively in what I call “social dialogue,” which 
is determined by the American masculine ethos and expressed 
through familiar male mythologies. These masculine myths, 
Anthony Easthope suggests, inform and often dictate the way in 
which a man lives privately and publicly: “within, femininity and 
male homosexual desire must be denied; without, women and the 
feminine must be subordinated and held in place” (166). An Ameri- 
can male is socialized to embrace the ethos that such myths set 
forth in order to embody what Peter Schwenger calls a “state of 
male wholeness” (632). The cultural coding of the ethos—based in 
the rigid system of the Beauvoirian Self/Other dichotomy—privi- 
leges heterosexual white males among all men while marginalizing 
gays and heterosexuals of color. It materializes itself as the constant 
social pressure on a man to confirm his masculinity via its differ- 
ence from femininity, thereby denying male diversity. Deeply 
rooted as it is in American culture and language, this ethos consis- 
tently informs the dramatic system of the male-cast play. 
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Most characters in male-cast plays begin by engaging in social 
dialogue. They do so in an effort to situate themselves within the 
hegemonic patriarchy, which they presume to be supported by all 
the other participants in the talk exchanges. The characters use 
social dialogue because they want to confirm their common ground 
with each other. Moreover, social dialogue is safe; it guarantees 
cooperative communication. What we see and hear at this stage of 
the plays is an articulated awareness of their individual and collec- 
tive power—political, economic, domestic, and sexual—as men 
within American culture. The male characters are fully aligned 
with the patriarchal ethos that creates this power, conscious of its 
rules and of its role in constructing their public image. Inevitably 
and pointedly, their power at this level is over women, the Other. 
Finally, this ethos is not amorphous; it is a rigidly ordered dis- 
course, that is, a structured thematic consisting of certain specific 
topics. During the social dialogue that begins most male-cast plays, 
and with virtually no exceptions, the characters engage these topics 
explicitly. The topics are employment, consumerism, families, 
women, and their own active identification with the cultural ideal 
of male virility. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the vast majority of charac- 
ters within the male-cast canon have encouraged social dialogue 
in order to exercise the culturally coded powers prescribed by male 
privilege. Only recently have some playwrights begun to present 
male characters whose desire to transcend the limitations of a cul- 
turally coded identity leads them to depart from conventional be- 
havior and social dialogue. These characters move into what I call 
“personal dialogue,” a dynamic of communication in which self- 
disclosure and individualization are central to the expression of 
one’s identity and desires. Personal dialogue reveals a character’s 
wish to know and to activate his “difference within,” which is 
associated with personal rather than culturally coded terms.?! Re- 
current topics that surface during men’s personal dialogue include 
one’s wish to reconnect with a deeper sense of family and home; a 
desire for relationships and intimacy but a fear of responsibility 
that inhibits the pursuit of that desire; a yearning to release the 
“infantile self” without fear of rejection or abandonment; and 
finally, one’s conscious struggle with the “other,” generally gender 
coded as the “feminine” within himself. This latter topic appears 
quite dramatically, however, as a man’s more profound, less con- 
scious struggle with the Other, which Jacqueline Rose, reading 
Jacques Lacan, identifies as that which “stands against the phallus.” 
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In being positioned so against the Other, the phallus, according to 
Rose, “seeks authority and is refused” (51). The tension created by 
the paradox of man’s dependence upon, rejection of, desire for, and 
desire to be an “other” provokes some of the most startling, though 
infrequently articulated, personal dialogue in male-cast plays. It is 
also intrinsically linked to a man’s urge to understand and to ac- 
cept himself as differently masculine, and thereby to understand 
and to accept difference in others. 

Lest it be presumed that American playwrights are now dash- 
ing off dozens of plays about males who are challenging the cul- 
tural privileges afforded their gender, let me hasten to say: they are 
not. It is still the rare male-cast play, whether realist or not, that 
takes the leap to dramatize American male characters who speak 
personally and openly in the company of other men. That leap is 
a political one and a dangerous one, for in breaking with conven- 
tion the playwright risks provoking an audience’s incomprehen- 
sion. 

Chapter 1 discusses three plays that are constructed, first and 
foremost, to sustain social dialogue. In the first of these, I show how 
the discourse coherence of David Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross 
(1983)22 depends upon topics related to the theme of the masculine 
ethos and male mythologies. This Pulitzer Prize-winning play can 
be read as full-scale dramatization of the initial level of male social 
dialogue. Despite any passing personalized comments that chal- 
lenge the status quo, the play’s traditional white heroes remain 
committed to the cultural codings of maleness. These codings in- 
clude one’s belief in male myths, which, according to Beauvoir, 
“imply a subject who projects his hopes and his fears toward a sky 
of transcendence. Women do not set themselves up as Subjects and 
hence have erected no virile myth in which their projects are 
reflected” (142). Mamet’s play—with its erection of virile myths—is 
the paradigmatic American work dramatizing this particular dy- 
namic of male characters’ talk exchanges. There are no published 
male-cast plays that are cast with nonwhite or gay characters that 
wholly mirror this level of discourse coherence. Therefore, it is a 
level that, if sustained, appears to capture a dramatic talk that only 
white, straight subjects authentically pursue and perpetuate. This 
dramaturgical detail is no doubt due to the fact that such men are 
culturally privileged by the social codings of the masculine ethos, 
sanctioned to embody and represent the ideal American man. 

The remaining plays in chapter 1 derive their discourse coher- 
ence from a specific topic within the thematic of the American 
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masculine ethos: the absent woman. The topic of women is the 
only one that is sustained, for a play’s duration, as the articulated 
object in male subjects’ dialogue. In Alice Gerstenberg’s At the 
Club (1930) and Sidney Morris’s If This Isn’t Love! (1982), the male 
characters talk about specific offstage, or absent, women for the 
plays’ duration. In each play, women are defined by specific socio- 
sexual roles that are determined from the male characters’ perspec- 
tives. These female referents, or what Elam calls “objects” of 
discourse, are cast in what Case has identified as classical roles in 
the Western tradition of drama: “misogynistic roles,” woman as 
“the Bitch, the Witch, the Vamp and the Virgin/Goddess,” or, less 
frequently, “positive roles,” woman as “independent, intelligent 
and even heroic” (1988, 6). By sustaining their focus on the topic 
of absent women, male characters perpetuate social dialogue that 
is, while cooperative, nonetheless restrictive in its representation 
of women. Women, after all, are not present in male-cast drama; 
they are not their own subjects. Women remain heavily coded, 
gendered bodies that are subjected to the power of male authority 
and privilege. 

This level of male interaction clearly reveals men’s preference 
for discussing the Other, rather than their own complicated, 
conflicted selves, as a topic of conversation. As Beauvoir recog- 
nizes, “[W]oman is the Other in whom the subject transcends him- 
self without being limited, who opposes him without denying him; 
she is the Other who lets herself be taken without ceasing to be the 
Other, and therein she is so necessary to man’s happiness and to 
his triumph that it can be said that if she did not exist, men would 
have invented her” (186). The absent woman is the most engaged 
and thoroughly explored topic in male-cast dramas; in talking 
about woman, or in “exchanging” her as a topic among themselves 
(which recalls Rubin’s theory of men’s “traffic in women” as prop- 
erty), male characters communicate their deepest feelings to each 
other. 

The first chapter, then, illustrates those fundamental features 
of male discourse that produce cooperative communication. Chap- 
ter 2, “Silence, Violence, and the Drama of Abuse,” discusses three 
dramaturgically significant male-cast plays that derive their uncon- 
ventional structures and content by isolating the dynamic of unco- 
operative communication: Eugene O’Neill’s Hughie (1959), Amiri 
Baraka’s (formerly LeRoi Jones) The Toilet (1963), and Edward 
Albee’s The Zoo Story (1960). For the characters in these three 
works (and in most male-cast plays as well), uncooperative commu- 
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nication occurs primarily when speakers and listeners are unwill- 
ing or unable to create a shared text by engaging either social or 
personal dialogue. Such a dramatic occurrence could be viewed, 
for instance, as analogous to an outright failure of the cooperative 
principle.*4 

Uncooperative communication within a dramatic text is mani- 
fested in three general ways: sustained silence, verbal abuse, or 
physical violence. First, the least frequent sign of communicative 
failure among characters is sustained silence. This can occur either 
when participants literally say nothing to one another, or when a 
speaker engages in monologues because his listener is uncoopera- 
tive or nonreciprocal in providing verbal responses. In both in- 
stances, silence becomes “abusive,” or offensive, in its violation of 
interpersonal communication; silence in and of itself, however, is 
not automatically an uncooperative feature in talk exchanges. 
When silence does violate the dynamics of interpersonal communi- 
cation in drama, it is most often the outcome of characters who 
either deliberately resist taking any responsibility to share in the 
creation of a text or oppose revealing why they prefer to remain 
silent. O’Neill’s Hughie is historically important in its depiction of 
this level of interaction. The play is the first critically acknowl- 
edged male-cast play that utilizes the dynamic of uncooperative 
communication as its essential source of dramatic form and con- 
tent. It is the first play to dramatize in an everyday setting men 
struggling to engage topics that differ from those within the the- 
matic of the American masculine ethos. The characters strain to 
communicate, particularly on a personal level, resorting to an inter- 
play of monologues and sustained silence as a way to fill time and 
space. 

Prolonged verbal abuse, through the use of loathsome sexual or 
racial epithets, for instance, distinguishes the second type of uncoop- 
erative communication. When verbal abuse erupts, it effectively 
diminishes, if not eliminates, any talk exchange among par- 
ticipants. Thus, it can be an outstanding feature of less than coop- 
erative communication (i.e., talk is still occurring, but uncoopera- 
tively), or a signal precipitating the talk exchange’s demise into 
uncooperative communication, and possible termination of the ex- 
change altogether. 

Finally, the third and by far most common sign of uncoopera- 
tive communication is physical violence. Physical assault is a fre- 
quent response of male characters and indicates their unwillingness 
or fear to assume any responsibility for creating or furthering a 
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communicative act among other men. At this level of antisocial 
interaction, men fail altogether to use words in order to connect 
with other men. Rather, they initiate physical violence. The Toilet 
and The Zoo Story rely upon both verbal and physical abuse as 
primary structural devices. Unlike O’Neill’s characters, who even- 
tually relinquish their silence in order to engage in social dialogue, 
Baraka’s and Albee’s men move through silence into verbal and 
physical abuse in their struggle to identify the base of power among 
themselves. 

Chapters 3 and 4 consider seven plays, each characterized by 
its construction of sustained personal dialogue. It is not in- 
significant or coincidental that gays or heterosexuals of color ap- 
pear in seven of these plays. In a striking departure from white 
heterosexual characters’ often deliberate commitment to the preser- 
vation of social dialogue, underrepresented male characters—A fri- 
can American, Latino, Asian American, bisexual, and gay—readily 
initiate and engage in personal dialogue when they are in the com- 
pany of white heterosexual men. This is not the case, however, 
when minority men are among themselves (for example when Afri- 
can Americans are alone together or when gay men are alone to- 
gether); a range of features, therefore, distinguish individuals who 
participate in personal dialogue. The fact that characters share 
racial sameness with one another or share the same sexual orienta- 
tion, for instance, does not, in and of itself, guarantee that charac- 
ters will engage in self-disclosing dialogue. In many groups of men, 
notes Lynne Segal, “Open discussion can arouse fear and anxiety, 
because it is regarded as essentially ‘feminine’ behaviour” (165). 

Often, a minority male disrupts the traditional males’ social 
dialogue. It is significant that a minority male character’s relation- 
ship to personal dialogue when among white heterosexual male 
characters heightens the complications inherent in the naming of 
difference—in the identification of the complex intersection of gen- 
der, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. In this regard, the dis- 
course coherence of the talk exchanges between marginalized men 
are reminiscent of the conventional portrayal of women characters 
in American dramatic texts. As with many women characters, men 
who are nonwhite, gay, or both are often presented as viewing their 
relative powerlessness in the white heterosexual patriarchy as a 
catalyst to be more self-disclosing, or at least to minimize their 
appropriation of social dialogue and its concern for the (white) 
American masculine ethos. When representing their marginalized 
status as Other (or as object) within a play’s cast of characters, 
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therefore, these men activate a traditionally female or feminine 
function within the drama as facilitators of personal dialogue. Yet, 
from another perspective, they become “othered” subjects in the 
process—men who are differently masculine from those assuming 
cultural power. In this way, marginalized men are usually heavily 
coded to serve deliberate functions within drama’s semiotic of 
maleness. 

The white heterosexual male character rarely makes a con- 
scious effort to be self-disclosing in conversation. Unlike most 
women characters in all-female or mixed-cast plays, he is not repre- 
sented as easily initiating or engaging in personal dialogue, particu- 
larly when in the company of other men like himself. He appears 
unwilling or unable to create an individual identity through self- 
disclosure that would distinguish him from those with whom he 
shares cultural power; to do so would jeopardize his access to that 
power and its attendant cultural privileges. This anti-individualis- 
tic position is a stark reversal of the long-standing American ideol- 
ogy of individualism as set forth by Emerson and his followers; or, 
perhaps, access to privilege actually reveals an anti-individualistic 
underside to the American ethos of individualism. Consequently, 
such men seldom assume any responsibility to understand, or even 
to acknowledge, their own or another’s individuality when it is 
revealed in personal interaction. White heterosexual characters 
rarely deviate from the culturally coded themes of the American 
masculine ethos. 

If and when a more personal text is created, however, it usually 
surfaces as they get drunk or drugged, or find their lives immi- 
nently threatened. This latter condition recalls Carol Rosen’s defini- 
tion of American plays of impasse set in confining institutions. My 
third chapter, “Liberation in Confinement,” focuses on the dis- 
course coherence established in the predominantly straight world 
of David Rabe’s military play, Streamers (1977) and Miguel Pifiero’s 
prison play, Short Eyes (1975), as well as the gay milieu of Robin 
Swados’s AIDS hospice play, A Quiet End (1991). It qualifies 
Rosen’s argument by illustrating that men among themselves in 
institutional settings, regardless of their sexual orientation, usually 
move toward a kind of self-fulfillment as they engage more readily 
in personal dialogue than men located in noninstitutional settings 
(Rosen 22). 

Chapter 4, “Realizing Freedom: Risk, Responsibility, and Indi- 
vidualization,” highlights four noninstitutional dramas—one nonre- 
alist and three realist—that derive their discourse coherence from 
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topics that are essentially identified by the theme of individualiza- 
tion: Philip Kan Gotanda’s Japanese American Yankee Dawg You 
Die (1991); Dick Goldberg’s Jewish, domestic Family Business 
(1979); David Mamet’s Anglo American working-class American 
Buffalo (1977); and Alonzo D. Lamont, Jr.’s African American That 
Serious He-Man Ball (1989). While these authors employ the con- 
vention of framing male characters’ talk within social and abusive 
dialogues, they eventually subvert this tendency in favor of sus- 
tained personal dialogue, albeit with varying degrees of success, 
insight, and articulation. Each play locates sites of intervention in 
characters’ language usage by confronting and defying conventional 
gender representation. Their characters conceive of self-knowledge 
and personal survival in ways that finally challenge their identities 
as gender-coded men. Rather, the majority of characters favor self- 
identifications based upon racial, ethnic, and sexual differences 
which in turn lead them to claim the specificity of their experi- 
ences amid a shared humanity with other men—a humanity that 
transcends gender codings and biases, thereby making harmony 
among people a possibility. This sense of a shared humanity, I 
must sadly note, does not appear in the noticeably few published 
all-male plays with a cast of multicultural principals. 

The epilogue returns to the topic of the “othered” presence in 
male-cast drama. This disruptive figure, I suggest, becomes the 
foundation of an alternative theory of American realist dramatic 
construction—one determined less by the tension between sexual 
subjects and objects than by the power dynamic between gendered 
subjects and objects. At the heart of this postulation is the transfor- 
mation, via revisioned gender codings, of the male object into a 
differently masculine male subject—one whose identity centers on 
his difference within. Having shown that a male object—a male 
Other, who is traditionally associated with Woman and female- 
ness—usually exists in male-cast plays, I connect this character’s 
varied manifestations to the deeper constructions that inform the 
dramaturgy of all American realist drama. American dramatic real- 
ism is finally a more gender-coded frame than it is a sexual, racial, 
or class-coded one. Even though sexual, racial, and class codings 
may be the originating point from which the conflict begins, gender 
codings finally subsume them; representations of the sexes, the 
races, and the classes within American realism are repeatedly di- 
chotomized because they are overdetermined by dualist gender 
codings. For this reason, the realist male-cast dramatic canon ap- 
pears as a considerable semiotic system, one so rigidly coded as to 
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restrict severely the range of representations available to the dra- 
matic imagination. Once the mechanics of this system are revealed, 
however, the playwright has the option—through a radical rework- 
ing of the codes of male dialogue—to articulate and to stage new 
types of male subjectivity, new masculinities. 
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The American Masculine Ethos, Male Mythologies, 
and Absent Women 


Glengarry Glen Ross, David Mamet 


Near the conclusion of David Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross, 
Richard Roma, a sleazy, cutthroat salesman, stands amid his em- 
ployer’s burgled real estate office. The surrounding destruction 
heightens Roma’s lament that “it’s not a world of men...it’s not a 
world of men” (1984, 105).1 Just a day earlier, Roma mesmerized a 
lead, a potential buyer named James Lingk, with the fantasy that 
in his desired world of men, a (white) man embodies his own 
absolute morality: he not only trusts himself, which enables him 
to overcome any fear of loss, but he also knows that he can “act 
each day without fear” (49). This, for Roma, is the way of the 
world, the way the world is intended to be. But Roma’s fantasy of 
man’s moral rightness—man’s fearlessness—is nearly dashed when 
he considers his own position within the destroyed office: it is a 
scene of chaotic disruption that suggests, paradoxically, an immi- 
nent dismantling of the myth-driven world that “naturally” empow- 
ers (all) men within American patriarchy. It is a scene whose real 
and symbolic meanings even Roma cannot ignore. 

In a bold stroke of self-confidence, however, Roma reasserts his 
own “difference” from other men as the key to his personal survival 
(50). He distinguishes his subject position from all Others (who, to 
him, are women, unmasculine men, and men of color). Like the 
phoenix, Roma is determined to rise from the rubble that signals 
the demise of other less shrewd businessmen. He, after all, never 
loses faith in his ability—in his power—to exploit anyone at any 
time. This is his right, he assumes, within the capitalist system his 
actions help to perpetuate. This is his right, Roma demonstrates, 
as a male in American culture. Roma’s lust for material success is 
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matched by his belief in the rewards extended to a male for having 
done well at his job—a success that is determined by the American 
masculine ethos and perpetuated through familiar male mytholo- 
gies. Such a belief feeds Roma’s ambitious behavior, which is at 
once touching in its apparent concern for his fellow man’s losses 
while deceptive in its underlying selfish greed. 

I have intentionally stressed Roma’s maleness to foreground 
the issue of gender in Glengarry Glen Ross. With the exception of 
Hersh Zeifman’s and Carla McDonough’s recent, perceptive analy- 
ses, and David Radavich’s general overview, critics ignore the cen- 
tral, explicit role of gender (as distinguished from sexuality) not 
only in this play, but in Mamet’s work before Oleanna (1992).? 
Frank Rich (1984) and Christopher Bigsby (1985), for instance, col- 
lapse the characters’ gender-coded identities into representations 
of a non-gender-specific human condition, for the sake of more 
sociophilosophical, non-gender-related readings. I would argue, 
however, that it is misleading to universalize the characters’ experi- 
ences in Glengarry. Mamet himself acknowledges the importance 
of distinguishing the basis upon which his characters’ position 
arises in male-centered plays like Glengarry (or American Buffalo 
and Edmond): their anguish is a result of the failure of the Ameri- 
can dream, Mamet concludes, for “the people it has sustained—the 
white males—are going nuts” (qtd. in Leahey). And it is the male 
protagonists’ “condition rather than a dramatic action,” Mamet 
adds, that serves as Glengarry’s distinguishing dramaturgical fea- 
ture (qtd. in Savran 1992, 135). 

Mamet consciously favors the world of men when he writes for 
the theater. When his men are in women’s company, an infrequent 
occurrence, they nonetheless remain acutely aware of their domi- 
nance over the Other. At all times, Mamet’s male characters see the 
world through men’s eyes, with a vision that assures them that they 
exist in a culture that promotes the values of the masculine ethos 
as well as privileges them over women by virtue of their masculine 
gender. It is a vision that finds its expression in social dialogue. 
Particular to Mamet’s language choices when capturing this vision, 
according to Ross Wetzsteon, is a 


heady combination of euphemism, approximations, ellipses; 
omissions of linking words and phrases in some sentences, and 
additions of unnecessary words and phrases in others; the star- 
tling juxtaposition of the stilted and the profane; the “high” 
and “low” levels of language; the feel for dynamics of spoken 
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rhythm; and at times the “utter clarity of total grammatical 
chaos.” 


And, as unlikely as it may seem, Mamet’s characters still appear 
to adhere to a cooperative principle when speaking to one another. 
“Within the level of the text itself,” claims Ryan Bishop, although 
“the characters... are trying to manipulate one another... the text 
remains cooperative at that level” (264). 

Mamet’s language is also the language of men who prolong 
cooperative communication without self-disclosure, without over- 
stepping the cultural codings that dictate acceptable male interac- 
tion. These cultural codings (as determined within the scope of this 
study) affect the discourse coherence of the male characters’ dia- 
logue that, in turn, reflects both the linguistic-literary codes and the 
cultural codes operating within the dramatic system, including 
whiteness and the American masculine ethos. Most realist male- 
cast plays rely upon this cooperative level of social dialogue for 
their initial dramatic structure, but very few preserve it for the 
duration of their characters’ interaction. From this critical perspec- 
tive, Glengarry is the quintessential male-cast play.? 

Mamet’s characters consciously choose to remain on the level 
of social dialogue. “Their language, gestures, desires, and values 
are social products,” Jeanette Malkin suggests, “not expressions of 
individual will” (160). They prefer foremost to sustain cooperative 
communication without becoming emotionally or psychologically 
vulnerable to the other men. Unlike the dialogue in most office 
plays, where the hierarchy of authority often promotes characters’ 
self-disclosures, Mamet’s dialogue resists any such private access 
to the individual. What results in Glengarry is a cryptic, inarticulate 
coding system that deliberately fluctuates between clarity of mean- 
ing and ambiguity while it propels the men’s conversation forward. 
This social dialogue is narrowly confined to the topic of the men’s 
employment. As Julius Novick remarks, Mamet’s play depends 
solely upon the “imperatives of business.” It “derives a special 
purity, a special power, from the fact that it is about nothing but 
the necessity to sell—which means, in this play, to bend other 
people to your will and take what you want, or need, from them.” 
In general, the characters forgo an involved discussion on any addi- 
tional topics that usually surface during social dialogue: women, 
families, and the men’s own active identification with the cultural 
ideal of virile maleness. Rather, Mamet’s men promote a coded 
language of business, of capitalism, that is defined semiotically—as 
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a system related to other systems, including extratheatrical, cultural 
systems. 

The structure of Glengarry is shaped according to two domi- 
nant features: a coded language of business, with a hierarchical 
relationship firmly established between speaker and listener; and a 
dominant, though diversely realized, thematic of business. This lat- 
ter feature refers to the various meanings of business: from the 
business of one’s public employment to one’s personal business 
(that is, the details of one’s private life). The coded language of 
business and the thematic of business are technically linked to one 
another via the characters’ dialogue, an association realized in the 
practical sales maxim that serves as the play’s opening epigram: 
“Always be closing” (13).4 

In Mamet’s hands, the social dialogue in Glengarry is dramatic 
talk that is “always closing,” as it were, not only because of its 
limited selection of topics (its nearly exclusive, closed focus on 
one’s job) but in its conversational dynamic between participants 
as well. Mamet restricts the social dialogue in order to illustrate the 
linguistic constraints that influence how a men’s closed conversa- 
tional relationship is constructed, and how that relationship easily 
becomes the power struggle between speaker and listener as each 
attempts to secure the position of authority. Because of their topic 
selections, Mamet’s male characters are locked into culturally 
coded roles as speaker and listener—that is, the men activate a 
socially sanctioned, predetermined relationship to one another sim- 
ply because they are discussing, in a nonpersonal manner, a topic 
determined in accord with the masculine ethos. The balance of 
power resides with the participant who most adamantly adheres 
to the principles of the ethos. 

In each of the three short scenes that comprise the first act of 
Glengarry the men’s professional roles influence the dynamics in 
their dyadic conversations: Levene, a salesman, speaks with his 
boss, Williamson, in scene 1; two salesmen, Moss and Aaronow, 
speak together in the second scene; and Roma speaks with a poten- 
tial customer, Lingk, in the act’s final scene. Only Moss and 
Aaronow are one another’s professional peers; the other partici- 
pants speak from different ranks within a hierarchy of male author- 
ity. However, in each of these scenes, the answer to the question, 
“Who really holds the power?”—the speaker or the listener—is de- 
termined by the individual who adheres unwaveringly to the re- 
strictions advocated by the masculine ethos. “These duologues in 
fact dramatize primal duels for domination, power and survival” 
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(Frank Rich 1984). Those who wield the conversational power in 
act 1 are Williamson, who is predominantly the listener in the 
first scene (much of his interaction with Levene is metalinguistic, 
as the two talk about talk in their efforts to understand one an- 
other), and the verbose, goal-oriented Moss and Roma. Each of 
these three men is staunchly committed to dialogue that reinforces 
the masculine ethos and its attendant mythologies. Consequently, 
they bulldoze their conversational partners into submission, 
through calculated silences or evasive remarks, as in Williamson’s 
case, or energetic talk, as in Moss’s and Roma’s cases, completely 
denying the value of a topic other than that which is employment 
related. While the men adhere to a kind of dramatic cooperative 
principle in their talk, Williamson, Moss, and Roma discourage 
their respective conversational partners from engaging self-disclos- 
ing, personal dialogue. Whether as listener or speaker, each main- 
tains a closed conversational relationship with the other man as 
he backs up the authority of his own restricted position with the 
culture’s coded authority of appropriate masculine behavior and 
verbal interaction. As William Demastes remarks, “These men are 
trapped in their worlds, and their words are trapped in their cul- 
ture” (91). 

In its most obvious, privileged manifestation, male access to 
cultural power marginalizes woman, the Other. In play after male- 
cast play, the power of the male subject over the female object is 
asserted or assumed by most men, regardless of their race, eth- 
nicity, class, or sexual orientation.5 Thus, cultural factors of gender 
distinction, which rely upon a coded system of subject/object, Self/ 
Other dichotomies, primarily determine men’s social interaction, 
which in turn constructs their dialogue with one another. 

The cultural power afforded the male gender also serves to 
separate “the men from the boys.” This division among males, in 
effect, marginalizes some men as Other, so much so that they as- 
sume the dramaturgical position of object within the all-male con- 
text. These Other men are those who fail to embody, and thereby 
represent, the desired masculine ethos. Besides the social expecta- 
tion of his heterosexuality, a man is subject to tremendous scrutiny 
and pressure when it comes to securing a respectable economic 
status. In Glengarry, Mamet’s men embrace business as their arena 
for achieving such status, exploiting the primary tenets of the mas- 
culine ethos in an effort to advance their careers. Their business 
world is a gender-coded environment in which man most conspicu- 
ously manipulates and displays the extent of his socioeconomic 
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power. Business, according to Dennis Carroll, is a “driving force 
in a pattern of interaction in which men are involved in competi- 
tiveness and shifting power allegiances, embroiled in oscillating 
admiration and envy; collusion and opposition; active support and 
aggressive enmity.” “All of this,” Carroll concludes, “subverts the 
social ideal of interconnectedness between men” (33). Furthermore, 
“If a job is what defines a man,” proposes McDonough, “then fail- 
ure in business is what defines the non-man, the woman” (202). 

Speaking of the capitalist (male) environment within Glen- 
garry, and implicitly of the “pattern of interaction” and disconnect- 
edness that it fosters, Mamet concludes, “To me the play is about 
a society based on business....a society with only one bottom line: 
‘How much money do you make’” (qtd. in Gussow 1984). Here, 
Mamet equates the ethos of the male world of Glengarry with the 
ethos of American patriarchy. His fictional world mirrors the power 
dynamic that men exploit within American culture, a dynamic that 
resists connections between men. Carroll identifies Mamet’s mirror- 
ing technique initially in the playwright’s dialogue, which he notes 
is constructed “on the rhythms of spoken language as used in ‘real- 
ity’” (150). But Mamet qualifies this view when he suggests that 
“the language we use, its rhythm, actually determines the way we 
behave rather than the other way around” (qtd. in Lewis and 
Browne 65). Finally, in his handling of the thematic of business, 
in its various manifestations, Mamet highlights not only the fictions 
that his characters (and ostensibly his fellow American males) cre- 
ate in order to survive but also the corrupted ethical foundations 
upon which American culture privileges the male ethos and its 
accompanying mythologies. 

In numerous interviews, Mamet harshly criticizes American 
capitalism and, presumably, the state of men’s lives: “The Ameri- 
can Dream has gone bad. ... This capitalistic dream of wealth turns 
people against each other. ... The dream has nowhere to go so it 
has to start turning in on itself” (qtd. in Leahey). White men, ac- 
cording to Mamet, are coming to realize that the cultural mytholo- 
gies that traditionally have sustained them are, in fact, in jeopardy. 
Why? Because, “the white race... [has] no tragedy.” For Mamet, 
the white man’s condition is that he has no “spirit”’—no identity 
outside his culturally coded power of domination. Herein lies the 
desperate state of Mamet’s males in Glengarry, despite the author’s 
recent insistence that the play is a “gang comedy.”® 

In Mamet’s matrix, white (straight) men usually reject any op- 
tions (and their attending responsibilities) that might conflict with 
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the masculine ethos. Nonetheless, they inhabit a realist dramatic 
world shaped not by fate, but by free choice. For this reason, “the 
only redemption for the individual is not to change with the insti- 
tution,” Mamet states, for him “not to become part of the institu- 
tion” (qtd. in Freedman). Whether on- or offstage, however, Mamet 
rarely comments on social movements, including feminism, as hav- 
ing the power to affect men’s lives in a constructive way, creating 
a more balanced cultural power between the sexes. Despite his 
awareness of its severe limitations in terms of the quality of human 
interaction, Mamet is still obsessed with the power, the camarade- 
rie, the potential strength in the exclusivity of male bonding 
(1989a). Prior to Oleanna, women’s issues are not a central social 
reality in any of Mamet’s plays; his characters and their worlds 
exist independent from any larger cultural context in which gender 
roles are challenged and changed. Yet, as Novick points out in 
respect to Glengarry, “Has any professed feminist ever given us so 
unsparing a picture of the masculine ethos at its most barren, de- 
structive, anguished, futile?” 

Glengarry Glen Ross, asserts Demastes, “very clearly focuses 
on the business ethic, but it is a much broader topic that Mamet is 
addressing—the decaying of America as a result of this ethic, not 
just in business, but throughout” (87). The ethics of Mamet’s busi- 
ness world, and its intended metaphoric and actual associations to 
American patriarchy, are directly linked to the culture’s masculine 
ethos. As dramatized by Mamet, this gendered ethos appears un- 
ethical: it promotes corruption, exploitation, prejudice, and vio- 
lence. One could say that Mamet’s men communicate through a 
coded language whose end is also unethical, not only in its subor- 
dination of the Other, but in its calculated resistance to personal, 
frank communication among men. Mamet’s men “no longer have 
access to words,” surmises Bigsby, “that will articulate their feel- 
ings” (1985, 123). In the mouths of Mamet’s characters, this unethi- 
cal (use of) language is committed to the business of deliberate 
obscuring of the truth; it encourages illusion, not the actual, as it 
fosters frustrated isolation rather than meaningful connections 
among those who speak it. In Glengarry, therefore, “It is less the 
plot development than Mamet’s language,” as Demastes concludes, 
“that succeeds in capturing the essence of his themes” (91). It is the 
pervasive, unrelenting power of the American masculine ethos and 
male mythologies manifest in Mamet’s language that reveal the 
play’s cultural and dramaturgical dynamism. 

The plot of Mamet’s play is relatively inconsequential com- 
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pared to the dynamics of the characters’ verbal interaction, most 
strikingly captured in their social dialogue. In brief, act 1 focuses 
on three different gatherings in a Chicago Chinese restaurant, each 
involving middle-class real estate agents who work for the same 
company. In the first scene, Shelly “the Machine” Levene tries to 
bribe his boss, Williamson, to give him the top prospects for future 
sales. Levene, a salesman of the old school currently down in his 
luck, is desperate to make a lucrative deal, especially since man- 
agement has pitted him against his coworkers in an all-or-nothing 
sales contest. He who fails to win is out of a job. Levene succeeds 
only in demonstrating his hopelessness before his boss, who is 
open to bribery yet refuses his employee’s attempt as insubstantial. 

During the second scene, Moss and Aaronow anxiously discuss 
the pressure that has been generated by the sales contest. Moss 
turns his own bitter anger into a revenge fantasy, suggesting that 
“someone should stand up and strike back” at management: “some- 
one should rob the office” of all its prime leads and sell them to a 
local competitor for a tidy profit (37, 38). Aaronow, although reluc- 
tant to voice his approval of such a plan, is implicated in its pos- 
sible execution simply because, as Moss tells him, “you listened” 
(46). 

Act 1 ends with slick, affable Roma speaking nearly nonstop 
to passive, available Lingk. Weaving a bit of down-home philoso- 
phy with fraternal gestures, Roma effectively courts his unsuspect- 
ing listener to hear his sales line for Florida property, Glengarry 
Highlands. It is the start of what becomes an apparently successful 
sales pitch. 

Less than twenty-four hours pass between the events drama- 
tized in acts 1 and 2, but within that time span, violence occurs: 
the real estate office Williamson manages is vandalized. Through- 
out act 2, Williamson and a detective, Baylen, interrogate each 
salesman offstage after he comes to work for the day: Moss, 
Aaronow, Roma, and finally Levene. Outside Williamson’s closed 
door, the remaining salesmen concern themselves with some aspect 
of the sales contest; business is business, after all, and it—or at least 
the talk about it—must go on as usual. But business this day is not 
usual. Lingk, who is following his wife’s orders, returns to the 
office to terminate his previous deal with Roma. And Levene, who 
is the unsuspecting victim of Moss’s plan, is identified by William- 
son as the man who robbed the office. The play ends with it being 
revealed to the staff that Levene, one of the salesmen’s own, had 
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turned against them in his desire to win the contest and guarantee 
the survival of his own job. 

The men’s involvement with one another reveals what each 
man thinks of himself, as he talks about or relates to business. In 
Mamet’s male world, one’s identity is determined by his success 
or failure at his job (as in the case of the real estate personnel and 
the detective), or by the way he engages business (as in Lingk’s 
circumstance). A man measures his self-worth (and has it measured 
by others) against the cultural standards associated with economic 
power. In such a system, it is not uncommon for a man to experi- 
ence the roles of both victim and victimizer. 

This cultural context for self-definition is actually a system of 
set codes, one spelled out in the opening speech of Glengarry, 
when Levene tells Williamson, “I don’t want to tell you your job. 
All that I’m saying, things get set, I know they do, you get a certain 
mind-set” (15). Levene’s language (and eventually every other char- 
acters’ language) reveals paradigmatic codes that characterize the 
men’s social dialogue: “job,” “set,” and “mind-set” anticipate other 
codes to follow—“board,” “policy,” and “lead.” Such codes are 
“known to both transmitter and destination—which assigns a cer- 
tain content (or meaning) to a certain signal. In linguistic communi- 
cation the code allows speaker and addressee to form and recognize 
syntactically correct sequences of phonemes and to assign a seman- 
tic content to them” (Elam 35). What is crucial to note in Mamet’s 
dialogue is that the characters rely upon these codes, which are 
both dramatic and cultural (Elam 52), as each resonates with mean- 
ings that are gender based and gender biased. Mamet’s characters 
are represented as having freely chosen to maintain this level of 
interaction (distinguishing these men from those in American Buf- 
falo, where Don and Teach consciously transcend the conversa- 
tional limits imposed by social dialogue). In the closed patriarchal 
microcosm of Glengarry, therefore, the coherence in the men’s dia- 
logue is firmly entrenched, reflective of a mind-set that is set on 
adhering to the principles of the masculine ethos and its attendant 
mythologies. Although the men communicate cooperatively, they 
remain inflexible in their efforts to restrict the discourse coherence, 
and consequently the thematics, of their talk. 

Introducing initial codes in the first scene that will characterize 
the men’s dialogue for two acts, Levene and Williamson establish 
another critical feature of Mamet’s social dialogue: metalinguistics. 
They, like Moss and Aaronow in the scene to follow, talk a great 
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deal about their talk. Explicitly, they indicate the discourse coher- 
ence of their conversation through their topic selection; implicitly, 
they struggle to establish the power relationship between speaker 
and listener, identifying who occupies the position of authority. 
Levene and Williamson’s moment-to-moment metalinguistic dia- 
logue reinforces the play’s construction as a closed language sys- 
tem, one in which specific meanings are obscured in favor of 
ambiguous, nonspecific references. This does not stop the talk, 
however. With Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot as an intertext 
in Mamet’s play, Levene and Williamson’s speeches recall the con- 
versational dynamic between Didi and Gogo. The men’s apparent 
desire to create (i.e., to release) meaning—or paradoxically in the 
case of Mamet’s men, their calculated skill in avoiding meaning— 
propels their communicative interaction forward. Just as Levene 
backhandedly compliments one of his colleagues—‘“He talks, he 
talks a good game” (17)—so Mamet’s men revere a social dialogue 
that perpetuates the game of business, of male mythology, of power. 
And the stakes of their particular game intensify when the men talk 
about talk. 

A few extended samples from Levene and Williamson’s inter- 
change illustrate not only their metalinguistic patterns, but those 
of the other characters as well throughout Glengarry Glen Ross. 


Williamson: [Y]Jou didn’t close... 
Levene: ...I, if you’d listen to me. Please. I closed the 
cocksucker. ...That’s all I want to say. 
(16) 


Levene: [T]hen what is this “you say” shit, what is that? 
[Pause.] What is that... ? 

Williamson: All that I’m saying... 

Levene: What is this “you say”? ...[T]alk, talk to Murray. 
Talk to Mitch.... You talk to him.... You want 
to throw [my skill] away? 

Williamson: It isn’t me.... 


Levene: ... it isn’t you.... Who is it? Who is this I’m talk- 
ing to? 
(17-18) 
Levene: Fuck marshaling the leads. What the fuck talk is 


that? What the fuck talk is that? Where did you 
learn that? In school? [Pause.] That’s “talk,” my 
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friend, that’s “talk.” ... You’re giving [garbage] to 
me, and what I’m saying is it’s fucked. 
Williamson: You're saying that I’m fucked. 
Levene: Yes. [Pause.] I am. I’m sorry to antagonize you. 
Williamson: Let me...are you listening to me...? 
(19) 


And a few minutes later, the two men begin to conclude their 
conversation: 


Levene: A month or two we'll talk. A month from now. 
Next month.... We’ll talk. 
Williamson: What are we going to say? 
Levene: No. You're right. That’s for later. We’ll talk in a 
month. 
(24) 


Williamson: Is that what you’re saying? 
Levene: That’s what I’m saying. 
(27) 


Levene and Williamson’s social dialogue is constantly in flux as it 
slips in and out of potential meanings. No one is ever certain that 
“what [he’s] saying” is being heard or understood in the way in 
which he intends it. This talk about talk—and its concomitant rela- 
tionship to the process of receiving and comprehending informa- 
tion—does not, however, diffuse the power of codes in the men’s 
dialogue. In fact, the linguistic-cultural codes in the men’s social 
dialogue, those that are informed by the masculine ethos, provide 
the only irrefutable foundation for communication between the 
men. The codes essentially ground the men in their interaction 
with one another. When Williamson asserts that he’s “given a pol- 
icy. My job is to do that. What I’m told” (19), Levene knows with 
certainty that the policy about which his boss speaks is the same 
one that structures their professional and personal relationships to 
one another. On the level of narrative development, Levene realizes 
that policy is not carved in stone, despite Williamson’s assertion. 
Williamson can indeed be bribed, but only for a very handsome 
price. But Levene also learns that in his attempt to break an ethical 
code of respectable business, he also sacrifices personal integrity. 
To rob from others is also to rob from oneself. Levene’s personal 
needs are rendered and understood in terms of commerce: one 
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must give an item in order to receive another item in return. 
As American men, Levene and Williamson recognize that the way 
“to do business” (26) with one another requires the repression 
of one’s personal self. For this reason, they favor familiar and pre- 
dictable, socially engendered roles that feed off cultural clichés and 
stereotypes of maleness. From this more comprehensive perspec- 
tive, therefore, one can identify the social construct of the Beau- 
voirian Self/Other, the “policy” of gender, that polices the men’s 
dramatic language (of subject/object) and behavior in Mamet’s 
America. 

Metalinguistic dialogue is a structural link between the dra- 
matic forms of act 1, scenes 1 and 2. Moss and Aaronow, like their 
colleagues in the previous scene, generate much dialogue between 
them that challenges the meaning of what is being spoken. Follow- 
ing Levene’s failure to persuade Williamson to sell him the leads, 
or prime real estate customers, Moss presents an idea to Aaronow 
on how the two might steal those same leads and sell them to Jerry 
Graff, a competitor (who, in turn, may reward the men with jobs). 
The two men do not directly discuss a specific plan; rather, they 
allude to the idea of a robbery, then question through metalinguis- 
tic exchanges their potential relationship to its possible execution. 
For example, after being asked by Aaronow if he has discussed this 
possible robbery with Graff, Moss replies: 


Moss: No. What do you mean? Have I talked to him about 
this? [Pause.] 
Aaronow: Yes. I mean are you actually talking about this, or 


are we just... 
Moss: No, we’re just... 
Aaronow: We’re just “talking” about it. 
Moss: We're just speaking about it. [Pause.] As an idea.... 


Aaronow: So all this, um, you didn’t, actually, you didn’t ac- 
tually go talk to Graff. 


Moss: Not actually, no. [Pause.] 
Aaronow: You didn’t? 
Moss: No. Not actually. 


Aaronow: Did you? 
Moss: What did I say? 
Aaronow: What did you say? 
Moss: Yes. [Pause.] I said, “Not actually.” The fuck you 
care, George? We’re just talking... 
(39-40) 
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The talk between Moss and Aaronow is dotted throughout with 
these metalinguistic interactions. In the previous exchange, the 
men are unable (or unwilling) to use language to convey specific 
meanings. They choose to maintain a social dialogue that is vague 
and ambiguous, or as Moss might estimate, a language that is pleas- 
ingly “simple” (35). To “keep it simple” (46) is also for Moss and 
Aaronow to keep their sights on a basic cultural power that they 
can (re)gain, if only for a while, if a robbery is successful: economic 
potency. Their fantasy to possess this power—and thereby to expe- 
rience the anticipated ancillary patriarchal powers that come from 
a psychological boost of having achieved a cultural goal—is strong 
enough to push aside any individual realities that might challenge 
its realization. In keeping their own interaction simple (that is, 
intentionally ambiguous), the men deny the complexities that can 
arise between social and personal endeavors, the public and private 
self. Moss and Aaronow lust after the cultural powers that define 
the masculine ethos so much that they are energized simply by 
their fantasy of securing power. 

The language and thematic of business continue to dominate 
the characters’ dialogue and determine its discourse coherence 
throughout act 1, scene 2. All subjects within Moss and Aaronow’s 
conversation fall under the general topic of their business—their 
lives as salesmen: they are desperate to “get on the board” (29), to 
make a sale; they acknowledge that they “fuckin’ work too hard” 
(30), as they hate to work for other men; they envy individuals who 
own their own businesses, those men who truly have access to the 
more mythological patriarchal powers; they resent having to prove 
their worth to male bosses by participating in a contest with other 
male employees; and finally, they relish the thought of being dis- 
loyal to their current employers in hopes of securing jobs with their 
competitor. 

It is this last consideration of business that sparks Moss’s 
thought that someone should “hurt” their bosses (37). This evoca- 
tion of the power of violence to effect change—and its attraction 
as an actual undertaking—is a typical position men assume among 
themselves after they discuss their perceived lack of power. From 
Martin Flavin’s Amaco to Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story, Charles 
Fuller’s A Soldier’s Play, and OyamO’s Let Me Live, male characters 
repeatedly resort to violence as a final solution to their imme- 
diate professional or private conflicts. Moss’s suggestion that 
Aaronow and he should rob their employer’s office, therefore, lines 
up behind a long-standing tradition in American male-cast drama 
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in its appeal to men to engage the power of violence in order to get 
the job done. And, of course, that violence does occur in the dra- 
matic time that separates acts 1 and 2 in Mamet’s play; it also 
occurs outside the spectator’s vision, outside his or her immediate 
experience of the drama. By presenting the effects of the violence 
rather than staging the violence itself, however, Glengarry further 
distinguishes itself from most male-cast plays in which violence is 
a prominent, enacted feature. 

Throughout Moss’s rigorous defense of the plan to rob the real 
estate office, Aaronow remains an ambivalent, inconsistent listener. 
From moment to moment the idea either appeals to him or seems 
the illegal act that it is. Tempted by avarice, this decentered man 
becomes a postmodern everyman in Mamet’s contemporary moral- 
ity play; he appears to be the central, pivotal character around 
whom the play’s construction and (cultural) ideology develop. As 
the everyman figure, Aaronow initially wields a great deal of 
power—especially in the spectator’s identification with him—in 
terms of the significance of the choices he makes. He is free in 
Mamet’s democratic dramatic world to choose whatever he wants: 
he can either agree or disagree with Moss, the vocal defender of a 
kind of male power that is essentially based on economic reward 
through violence. Accordingly, in Moss and Aaronow’s interaction, 
Mamet returns to the critical consideration that surfaces in nearly 
all male-cast plays—that is, who really holds the power. And what 
is sacrificed, if anything, when one participant dominates the 
other(s) through restricted, ambiguous talk? 

Unlike the conversational dynamic in scene 1, in which the 
hierarchy of professional authority grants more power to William- 
son (who, in their interaction, is primarily a respondent) than to 
Levene (the dominant speaker), Moss and Aaronow engage one 
another as peers. Moss controls the progression of his conversation 
with Aaronow, however, as he establishes Aaronow, his listener, 
as a respondent to his (Moss’s) speeches. Moss sets out to convince 
the somewhat uncertain Aaronow that he, too, must fight (at least, 
through language) to secure individual and collective powers that 
are “rightfully” his as a man in America. He must either be “in or 
out” of the plan to rob the office (46). This challenge, in fact, asks 
Aaronow to declare whether he is “in or out” of the drive to em- 
body more wholly the principles of the masculine ethos. Is 
Aaronow an “in” male—one who exists inside the power of male 
mythologies—or is he an “out” male—one who exists outside the 
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male ethos and is therefore inferior to the desired, ideal man. Is 
Aaronow a Man or is he one of those “Other” men? 

Aaronow’s predicament links two complementary strands that 
are characteristic of the male-cast canon. The first strand identifies 
several terms by which a given male in a talk exchange becomes 
the more dominant participant, privileging that which he says (or, 
as the case may be, that which he refuses to say). The second strand 
focuses on the dramaturgical significance of male characters who 
willfully create and sustain fictions when speaking among men as 
a means of (personal) survival. 

When a speaker and listener (or respondent) focus on the the- 
matic of the masculine ethos during their mutually agreed upon 
social dialogue, the speaker establishes a closed dynamic with his 
listener that effectively secures the listener’s compliance with that 
thematic. In this regard, a listener chooses during social dialogue 
to agree (or appear to agree) with the principles advanced within 
the thematic of the masculine ethos. In act 1, scene 2, Aaronow 
eventually chooses to entertain Moss’s conversational position; 
Moss does not force him to do so. Their dynamic illustrates the 
extent to which social dialogue initially creates, in their words, 
“abstract” images between speaker and listener that are then real- 
ized, or made “concrete,” simply through the articulation of their 
properties, or codings (46). 

On the level of plot development, for example, Moss cites 
Aaronow as an accomplice to the robbery simply because Aaronow 
hears the plan; the abstract scheme is, according to Moss, concrete 
once it is articulated. Even though he challenges Moss’s logic, 
Aaronow is unable to convincingly deny or refute it. One could say 
that between speaker and listener a kind of “truth” is voiced when 
the abstract is materialized in the language of social dialogue. And 
the listener is either “in or out” (46) of agreement with that truth. 
In this instance, Aaronow listens “in” agreement with the position 
Moss advocates. 

Mamet utilizes this same solipsistic logic in establishing a dra- 
matic logic that operates on the construction of his social dialogue. 
The power of language, as used by Mamet’s men, creates the the- 
matic of the masculine ethos that is so crucial to the characters’ 
collective male identity, but it also has the capacity to make one’s 
self-image “concrete” (46) in its compliance with that ethos. Yet, 
each man is “free,” so to speak, to choose his relationship to the 
construction of that identity, which, as rendered in Mamet’s dia- 
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logue, is most readily determined by the character’s choice of dia- 
logue: social or personal. 

The second strand that surfaces in Aaronow’s situation is the 
relationship between the play’s closed speech dynamic and the 
conversational participants’ tendency to create fictions as a method 
of survival. What links this strand with the previous one is its 
relationship to the creation of “truth.” Certainly, Moss weaves a 
seductive fiction when he suggests that both Aaronow and he will 
somehow benefit if their attempted robbery is successful. What 
Moss overlooks and Aaronow fails to challenge, however, is the 
penalty that each will pay if caught for committing this crime. Both 
men construct a fiction that they will acquire lasting economic 
power, a wish that will be immediately gratified when they are 
hired for more lucrative positions by their current competitors. Yet, 
Moss and Aaronow manufacture the illusion of truth out of lies. 
Their social dialogue fosters this indulgence as their language 
moves in and out of the unlimited possibilities that surface in a 
closed speech that accommodates illusion over truth, fiction over 
reality. Simply because he listened to Moss’s fiction—and finally 
succumbed to its allure as truth through its representation in lan- 
guage—Aaronow fails to self-identify.” Rather, like Roma in scene 
3, he embraces the fantasy of male cultural power as his means of 
survival. But unlike his assertive coworker, Aaronow is incapable 
of creating fictions on his own. He is a decentered, postmodern 
everyman who only responds to that which is thrust in front of 
him; he, himself, exerts no convincing effort to initiate alternative 
action or ideas. Aaronow’s survival, therefore, is sorely dependent 
upon piecing together others’ lies. He relies upon coded cultural 
fictions not only for their indication of the choices he is to con- 
sider, but for the establishment of his own sense of meaning as 
well—his own sense of himself. That self is finally, tragically false; 
Aaronow appears painfully conscious of the absence of personal 
depth in his life. 

In act 1, scene 3, Roma demonstrates the skill, the “act” as 
Moss calls it (35), of the successful, persevering salesman—the one 
who, unlike Aaronow, is determined to survive according to the 
terms of the masculine ethos. Whereas Aaronow is everyman, 
Roma could be considered the representative, classical (white) ev- 
eryman who appears in most American male-cast plays. He 
epitomizes the male characters (regardless of their race) who re- 
main staunchly committed to the values advanced by the mascu- 
line ethos. Like the Coach in Jason Miller’s That Championship 
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Season, Alan in Mart Crowley’s The Boys in the Band, Ora in Amiri 
Baraka’s The Toilet, and Waters in Fuller’s A Soldier’s Play, Roma 
unhesitatingly upholds the virtues of masculinist ideology, most 
readily recognizable in his buddy-buddy, cutthroat approach to 
business. As speaker, he also depends upon the power of language 
to create fictions that in turn create the illusion of empowering 
the listener. These efforts establish the fantasy of interpersonal con- 
nections between men that are vital to the continuance of patri- 
archal authority, to the culturally coded gender system of Self/ 
Other. 

Expressing what at first appears as a stream-of-consciousness 
monologue, Roma seduces the unsuspecting, but emotionally and 
psychologically vulnerable, Lingk with what in fact is a strategi- 
cally calculated speech and performance. (This mode of communi- 
cation is not unlike the dramatic technique, as we shall see in 
chapter 2, that Jerry uses on Peter in The Zoo Story, as the former 
desperately wants the latter to understand why he has engaged him 
in conversation as well as to understand the significance of that 
about which he is speaking.) In effect, Roma delivers a highly ma- 
nipulative sales talk (which Deborah Geis rightly sees as the es- 
sence of “monologue” [1992, 60])§ that is initially masked in pseudo- 
philosophical musings intended to lure Lingk into the web of what 
could be called “Roma Reasoning.” One comes to understand 
Roma’s reasoning on the meaning of life through a series of rapid 
questions and answers (48), each designed to refocus the emphasis 
from the anonymous human condition to the more crucial status of 
the little guy, Lingk, who exists amid an overwhelming, faceless 
condition. Roma’s speech is intended to empower Lingk; it is about 
conventional patriarchal dynamics of action, control, and power. 
He argues the position that any man can feel powerful simply by 
acting without fear. And this power of direct action is extended to 
Lingk by virtue of his gender privilege, a privilege about which 
Roma intends to remind his attentive customer. Furthermore, Roma 
implicitly reminds Lingk that a commitment to action is a demon- 
stration of support for masculine ideals. 

The logic in Roma’s monologue moves from the universal to 
the speciñc, always with the clear objective to convince Lingk to 
buy land from him. Roma offers this reasoning as the key to Lingk’s 
empowerment: man is afraid of “loss” and has traditionally turned 
to “greed” as a false sense of security; unwilling to believe himself 
to be “powerless,” man must “trust” his own power to “do those 
things which seem correct to [him] today”; as a result of his inde- 
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pendent thinking, therefore, man can experience himself as secure, 
“acting each day without fear” (48-49). Once Roma suggests the 
importance of action as an expression of one’s personal power, he 
then focuses his attention on motivating Lingk to take personal 
action on an “opportunity”: “stocks, bonds, objects of art, real es- 
tate” (49)—each of which, according to Roma, can mean “what 
[Lingk] want[s] it to mean” (50). 

Real estate, in particular, Roma suggests, might “mean noth- 
ing” to Lingk, or “it might not” (50). Roma skillfully maneuvers the 
power to define the meaning of things into the rhetorical control 
of his nearly silent listener. And how Lingk names things, Roma 
implies, is direct evidence of Lingk’s relationship (or lack thereof) 
not only to the culture’s expectations of gendered power, but to his 
sense of himself as a Man. “[T]o talk is to act, talk is power,” writes 
Malkin, and “men know how to talk” (156). Although men are “all 
different” from one another, according to Roma (50), each, as a 
man, has access to the power to define. Man, not God, has the 
power in Mamet’s world to name things, to give definition. He 
indeed has free choice. Yet free choice is an illusion for many 
Mamet characters based on a certain notion of identity quite 
specific to American patriarchy. What passes as free choice is ideo- 
logically shaped. The dictates of the impersonal masculine ethos 
and its social conventions are repeatedly embraced by Mamet’s 
men. Despite voicing his freedom from social constraint, therefore, 
a Mamet character often contradicts that freedom by reengaging 
stereotypical action: while he may say one (potentially liberating) 
remark, he will usually do what he has always done. In this way, 
Roma represents himself as one who is authorized to name things 
anew. However, he does nothing of the kind.’ 

Certainly the gender privilege of naming is not lost on Mamet’s 
salesman. Each man, Roma implies, has power over the Other to 
name the value of life’s experiences and expenditures. In fact, it is 
a man’s duty, Roma intimates, to take it upon himself to exercise 
that power. At no point does the salesman underestimate the im- 
portance of inflating his lead’s ego with the rhetoric of masculine 
privilege. He speaks soulfully and hyperbolically to his listener. 
The irony is, however, that upon his reconnection with Lingk in 
act 2, Roma realizes that he must rescue his fellow man from the 
real influence of the Other: he must do battle with Lingk’s wife, 
one of Glengarry’s absent women, in order to win back his weaken- 
ing, vacillating customer. 

Pontificating before Lingk, Roma animates a voice that recalls 
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other memorable salesmen’s voices found in such dramatic land- 
marks as Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, Tennessee Williams’s 
A Streetcar Named Desire, and Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman 
Cometh (Bigsby 1985, 113), along with Clifford Odets’s Awake and 
Sing and Mamet’s American Buffalo. Roma, like his fellow real 
estate men in Glengarry, “is the creator of myth whose stories must 
be compelling if he is to survive,” according to Bigsby (1985, 113). 
“So long as he keeps talking, his hopes are alive and, to a degree, so 
are those of his listeners.” Bigsby’s observation applies not only to 
the communicative dynamic among American salesmen but to the 
interactive dynamic among nearly all men who aggressively engage 
social dialogue. Nonetheless, the content of Roma’s talk, the sub- 
stance of his social dialogue as well as that of the other brokers, 
is more complicated in its cultural politics than most critics 
acknowledge. 

Mamet’s fictions cannot simply be romanticized for “contain- 
ing the essence of a possible transcendence” without one’s ac- 
knowledging more forthrightly the disturbing complexities that 
constitute the pervasive “corrupted and corrupting” foundation of 
his fiction (Bigsby 1985, 113). In Mamet’s male America, after all, 
such fictions reinforce repressive cultural ideology in general, and 
the gender-privileged masculine ethos in particular. In turn, each 
stimulates restrictive social constructions of gender and identity. 
Bigsby’s suggestion that a belief in these fictions is “potentially 
redemptive” for Mamet’s men seems to move beyond what the 
dialogue and discourse coherence of the play finally indicate. What 
is the possible object of the salesmen’s redemption? Based upon 
what the men say to one another in acts 1 and 2, they perceive 
redemption as individual success in achieving their immediate eco- 
nomic wishes, success that, as dramatically rendered in the play, 
perpetuates the gender-restrictive principles of the masculine ethos. 
This gendered ethos, as I suggested earlier, manifests itself in dan- 
gerously unethical ways. Mamet’s men appear unwilling to aban- 
don or to transcend the privileges extended to them as men in 
American culture. While some may have fleeting moments in act 2 
when they “recognize the moral culpability of what they are doing 
and know that their ‘business’ masks are sometimes at odds with 
their inner aspirations and inclinations” (Carroll 48), each man 
freely chooses to remain in alliance with the masculine ethos. Each 
chooses the face, not the mask, of male privilege—each seeks out 
opportunities with the knowledge that he has the power to name 
their meanings. “As a result of their readiness to believe in the 
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viability of myth,” Geis proposes, “the characters are caught in a 
matrix of self-perpetuating deceptions” (1992, 62-63). What Bigsby 
pointedly concludes about Roma’s verbal seduction of Lingk is, in 
fact, an accurate description of all Mamet’s salesmen—as well as 
most American male characters—who sustain social dialogue: 
“What masquerades as intimacy is in fact the betrayal of intimacy, 
confidence, trust, the shared experience implied by language” 
(1985, 119). 

Act 2 is set in Williamson’s ransacked real estate office. Despite 
its burgled setting, this act—which essentially is an office play— 
nonetheless manifests a common characteristic of many all-male 
institutional plays: a hierarchy of professional authority exists at 
any one time in the dramatic space. As in other office plays,?® 
bosses interact with employees, seasoned employees counsel 
younger employees, and employees court clients. Added to the set- 
ting, however, is Baylen, a police detective, whose appearance 
overrides the authority of both boss and workers. Baylen thrusts 
patriarchal law into the office space as his invested legal authority 
informs both the boundaries (i.e., the constraints) and the freedoms 
that operate on the characters’ immediate interaction. His physical 
presence or absence from a conversation profoundly influences 
what other men do and do not say to one another. 

Amid this hierarchy of male authority, Mamet’s men nonethe- 
less exercise a range of verbal gymnastics within the dynamic of 
social dialogue. Act 2 is characterized by sustained reliance upon 
social dialogue, with two unique features of that dialogue— 
metatheatrical and metalinguistic—occurring midact. The charac- 
ters’ persistent engagement of social dialogue is an unusual quality 
in an office play, since most men in such settings eventually em- 
brace personal dialogue as a response to the hierarchy of authority. 
What distinguishes Glengarry from most office plays, however, is 
the fact that the authority figures of Williamson and Baylen are 
mainly in an unseen room that adjoins the dramatic space in which 
the play’s action develops. 

From the act’s opening, each broker enters the space comment- 
ing on the impact of the robbery on his professional standing. Each 
is obsessed with his current status on the contest board; each man’s 
job is riding on his success in the sales competition. Roma, 
Aaronow, and Williamson select topics, therefore, that range from 
business in general, to the contest, to the value of private property, 
and eventually to the robbery and its destruction. Only Baylen’s 
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infrequent interruptions to interview another employee shift focus 
momentarily from the men’s discussion of business. The men’s 
commitment to this level of social dialogue, however, is more cal- 
culated than is initially evident. Each is in fact purposely hiding 
information from the other, a detail that is not evident, at least to 
the spectator, until the end of the play. 

When Moss leaves Baylen’s interrogation room to join his col- 
leagues in the main office space, the men’s communication is anx- 
ious and resistant to personal interaction. Not one wants to speak 
truthfully. Each valiantly strives to protect himself from exposure, 
as each has something to hide from at least one of the remaining 
fellows: Levene knows he robbed the office; Moss knows he master- 
minded the robbery and secured Levene’s help; Roma knows he 
wants a percentage of Levene’s commissions; and Williamson 
knows that he left Lingk’s contract on his desk. Confident in his 
private knowledge when among his coworkers, each man feels ex- 
tremely powerful—particularly as he anticipates his ability to sur- 
vive the immediate crisis in a personally satisfying manner. Both 
Levene and Moss believe that their robbery is a success; Roma 
trusts that he can bribe his boss when need be; and Williamson 
recognizes that by lying he can generally get what information he 
needs from the others to guarantee his own authority. Each man 
presumes that he can exercise a power play over the other, that he 
can secure his domination over all others if his secrets remain 
private. Very simply, each strives to keep the dialogue social and 
not personal. 

Just as someone stole the leads from the office in order to 
become more powerful, so every character tries to “steal,” to ac- 
quire, information from the other men. Characters aim to rob other- 
wise guarded knowledge from their coworkers, not only to secure 
more power over their colleagues, but to reorder the chaos repre- 
sented by the ransacked office. Language is the men’s weapon of 
choice; social dialogue, their ammunition. Yet Mamet’s men fail to 
recognize fully the pervasive impact of the most influential compo- 
nent of their social dialogue: the power of a masculine ethos that 
insists on the presence of hierarchical authority. All men cannot 
be all-powerful in a male-male context. In the absence of women, 
therefore, some men among men necessarily become “other,” while 
some do not. Men who experience the loss of power automatically 
become objects. Here, within the realm of social dialogue, a man’s 
identification as “other,” as one who is differently masculine, 
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occurs because he appears vulnerable, insubstantial, and ineffec- 
tual: in effect, he is relatively powerless in a world where male 
power is all. 

One way in which “the Machine” Levene distinguishes himself 
from “other” men (and thereby hopes to secure power over them) 
is through metatheatrics.11 In a mock performative voice, Levene 
plays out before some of his office mates the conversation of his 
property sale to Bruce and Harriet Nyborg. Through his perfor- 
mance he illustrates the good “old ways” of selling real estate (72). 
He demonstrates the language skills and techniques that his pro- 
tégé, Roma, undoubtedly called upon during his hard sell to Lingk 
in act 1. Levene’s business talk, his social dialogue, materializes 
through language, and not just action, the philosophy of “always 
be closing.” Through aggressive association between the values of 
the masculine ethos and the Nyborgs’ presumed desire for owner- 
ship, Levene uses language to manipulate his leads. “Believe in 
yourself’ (67), Levene tells Bruce and Harriet, as he encourages 
them to grab his real estate offer as a real opportunity for personal 
empowerment. According to Levene, there is no reason for any 
Nyborg who lives in a prosperous land driven by traditional male 
values to believe that “this one has so-and-so, and I have nothing” 
(68). “What we have to do is admit to ourself that we see that 
opportunity,” Levene coaxes, “and take it” (72). 

Cocky and persistent, Levene recreates the talk between the 
Nyborgs and himself, acting out his own role in the conversation. 
The couple’s purchase, he presumes, is his claim to victory in the 
sales contest and therefore worthy of this public replay. Yet, 
Levene’s impersonation, which is based essentially in social dia- 
logue, occurs simultaneously with Moss’s hard-nosed social dia- 
logue about the realities of business—the loss of jobs for those who 
fail to top Levene’s apparent success. Mamet creates dramatic ten- 
sion between the two speakers’ distinct uses of this level of interac- 
tion: Levene’s self-centered metatheatricality (which calls for role- 
playing) and Moss’s attempts at a regular conversation that reject 
Levene’s “fucking war stories” (67). On the narrative level, tension 
surfaces between Levene’s mock-heroic story of successful selling 
and Moss’s woes of failure at selling. On the level of conversational 
dynamics, Levene relies upon a variation of a stream-of-conscious- 
ness monologue and playacting, while Moss encourages realized, 
interactive conversation (albeit prompted by his display of anger 
and anxiety). 

It is ironic, however, that just as Levene assumes a character 
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in his imaginary scenario with the Nyborgs, so Moss is possibly 
also role-playing in the “real” interaction with his colleagues. One 
cannot trust that Moss’s angry words are truthful; he is revealed 
later on, after all, to be the instigator of the robbery. Whether en- 
gaged in metatheatrical or actual social dialogue, therefore, 
Mamet’s men play at talking. The only persistent connection among 
the men is their perpetual language usage—the fact that they con- 
tinue to activate social dialogue with one another while in the 
same space. They move from coded languages decipherable to 
those within the (business) community (act 1) to self-absorbed dia- 
tribes constructed to obscure the truth (act 2). 

The same dream of power shared by the businessmen draws 
the Nyborgs to Levene’s fantasy of fulfilled patriarchal capitalism: 
“This is that thing that you’ve been dreaming of,” he tells the ready 
couple (72). Mamet’s men are desperate not to be the “other” men 
among men: those men without real cultural power. They strive to 
possess that which they dream of, to acquire the power that they 
believe to be their right within the patriarchy. The tragic irony of 
Levene’s fervent sales pitch, however, and its metaphoric relation 
to the values inherent in the cultural myths that spring from the 
masculine ethos (i.e., the American dream), is its inability finally 
to create lasting meaning for those who respond to it. “I’m selling 
something they don’t even want,” Levene proudly boasts (77). So 
it is with American culture, which continues to buy the bill of 
goods labeled gender privilege. While social privilege may cer- 
tainly give immediate gratification to men as it marginalizes women 
and “other” males, it is, in fact, a cultural system that thrives on 
the bankruptcy of men’s self-identification. Men may initially exer- 
cise patriarchal privileges, but many eventually realize that they 
sacrifice self-knowledge. This knowledge, which many often come 
to see as their desired goal, is tragically lost in time to the culture’s 
coded gender system. 

Levene’s inflated ego is deflated by Williamson’s observation 
that a sale to the Nyborgs, who turn out to be perennial customers, 
may not materialize. Williamson’s remark challenges Levene’s skill 
and judgment as a salesman, as well as questions his capabilities, 
his credibility as a Man. But the Machine will not be derailed, as 
he equates his rejuvenated success with his male prowess: “A 
man’s his job,” he tells his younger boss, “and you’re fucked at 
yours. . .. you don’t have the balls” (75-76). Levene relies upon his 
track record as a salesman as the primary indicator of his manhood. 
He reminds Williamson that one’s history changes one’s fortunes 
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of the future. To Levene, his identity, which was shaped by the 
“old ways” (72), the tried-and-true principles of the masculine 
ethos, has never really lost its potency, its ability to resurrect. 
“{T]hings can change,” he tells his boss, “This is where you fuck 
up because this is something you don’t know. You can’t look down 
the road. And see what’s coming....It might be someone 
new....And you can’t look back. ‘Cause you don’t know history” 
(76). Levene’s notion of change focuses only on the shift that can 
impact on a man’s success at business—a shift that reveals the 
amount of power a man wields. It has nothing to do with a transfor- 
mation in an individual’s attitude or behavior toward self-improve- 
ment. What Levene does not know is that Williamson represents a 
new generation of men not so unlike his own. While they may 
refuse to link success and survival with any historical, “factual” 
personal achievements, they rely upon the power of stable gender 
codings, the culture’s historically grounded positioning of their so- 
cial privileges as males. Williamson, like many men before him, 
believes that he has the right to activate any powers to which he 
has access. He considers this act his privilege as a man within 
American society. Such efforts of his do not require the achieve- 
ment of any desired end; rather, the end and the means are one in 
the same: his goal is the sheer execution of male power. 

The key scene in act 2 occurs after Williamson leaves the con- 
versation with his employees to return to the interrogation room. 
Alone in the outer office, Levene and Roma are interrupted unex- 
pectedly by Lingk. Anticipating that any conversation with Lingk 
may spell trouble for the closure of their real estate deal, Roma 
instantly creates another metatheatrical scenario to divert attention. 
The speed and precision with which Roma directs his partner 
Levene into action clearly indicates that these guys are old pros at 
playacting their way out of personal confrontations: “You're a cli- 
ent. I just sold you five waterfront Glengarry Farms,” Roma hastily 
instructs Levene. “I rub my head, throw me the cue ‘Kenilworth’” 
(78). Roma and Levene know only too well how to read the signs 
of potential conflict within their business; Lingk, indeed, has come 
to talk to Roma about his backing out of the sale. 

The social dialogue in this scene is complex. The three men 
converse on topics supported by the thematic of the masculine 
ethos and myths, while assuming a variety of speaking positions 
not necessarily representative of their own voices. Each man takes 
on a voice that is, in effect, outside of himself. In so doing, each 
assumes that he can get what he wants only by using a voice other 
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than his own, one not inside himself. Roma and Levene speak from 
their metatheatrical positions as, respectively, wheeling-and-deal- 
ing salesman and wealthy, satisfied customer (the latter being “the 
senior vice president American Express” [82]). Lingk, on the other 
hand, sporadically interrupts them through metalinguistic intru- 
sions: “I’ve got to talk with you” (78, 81). Once the very nervous, 
self-conscious Lingk does talk, he only reports on his wife’s legal 
efforts to back out of the deal. Much is then made between Lingk 
and Roma about when they will talk about her actions. Eventually, 
Lingk can only assert his presence before the domineering Roma 
by adopting his wife’s voice, the authority of the absent woman. 
“It’s not me, it’s my wife,” Lingk claims. “She wants her money 
back....She told me ‘right now.’...She told me I have to....I 
can’t negotiate” (89-91). The male-cast play often dramatizes the 
absent woman’s power by presenting her transformation into, or 
her “becoming” the voice of a present male who struggles to assert 
his own personal voice.!* This is certainly one way in which “the 
gender confusion” of Mamet’s men, “while not complicated by the 
physical presence of women,” as McDonough points out, “is con- 
stantly evoked in language” (204). 

The presence of Jinny’s voice in Lingk’s dialogue disrupts the 
fictional dialogue of the other men. It is the only authentic voice 
to be heard; the men, including Lingk (if using his own voice), wish 
only to obscure the truth. The absent woman’s words, however, 
penetrate the social dialogue and, in effect, demand to be heard, 
redirecting the conversation away from Roma and Levene’s fantas- 
tic performance. Yet while Jinny’s opinions are spoken by her hus- 
band, another new, dynamic topic is added to the men’s discourse 
coherence: the absent woman, herself. She inserts her presence into 
the men’s dialogue, therefore, not only through a character’s reit- 
eration of her words but through the characters’ discussion of her 
role. In Glengarry, the topic of the absent woman diminishes the 
metatheatrical and metalinguistic dimension of the men’s social 
dialogue. Roma knows that he must defeat the power of the absent 
woman if he is to win over Lingk. As Zeifman observes, Jinny is 
the “‘missing link’ whose values could destroy Roma’s very exis- 
tence” (132). So, manly Roma instructs the now wavering Lingk: 
“That’s just something she ‘said.’ We don’t have to do that” (90). 
“Jim, anything you want, you want it, you have it. You understand? 
This is me,” the role-playing Roma confides, as he positions him- 
self as someone from the “outside” who, through “talk” (91), can 
put Lingk in touch with the powers of the masculine ethos—those 
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collective, mythic powers that can finally subordinate the power 
of the internalized absent woman. 

Another provocative and complicated level of social dialogue 
also disrupts the communication when Aaronow returns to the 
main office after being interrogated by Baylen.!3 “No one should 
talk to a man that way. How are you talking to me” (87), the anx- 
ious, paranoid salesman pleads after his session with the police. 
With no knowledge of the situation he is walking into, Aaronow 
tries to establish actual conversation. He is desperate to create a 
dialogue that respects how he imagines men are supposed to talk, 
a dialogue in which each man, because he is a man, has access to 
power, to some integrity and courtesy through talk. Aaronow’s ef- 
forts, however, serve only to comment on the failures of the 
metatheatrical dialogue between Roma and Lingk, which William- 
son loosely calls “business” (88). Aaronow unknowingly mimics 
Lingk in the Roma-Levene-Lingk interaction as he inquires, “Is any- 
body listening to me...?” (87). Aaronow, like Lingk, struggles to 
be heard among men as well as to be respected as a man among 
men. But he fails to engage the other men in either social dialogue 
or, what he most desires, personal dialogue. The salesman departs 
for the restaurant, frustrated and humiliated. 

Aaronow, using his own voice, fails to capture the attention of 
his colleagues, and Lingk secures their concentration only when 
he speaks in the voice of the absent woman. In telling Roma that 
he cannot negotiate any deal, Lingk moves their dialogue back to a 
metalinguistic level. Lingk’s response to the demanding Roma—“I 
don’t have the power” (92)—is an astounding admission for a 
(white) male character to make. He means that he does not have 
the power to negotiate the real estate deal, but he reveals a more 
engrossing, powerless state that many characters experience in the 
male-cast canon but are afraid to articulate. Male characters are 
repeatedly presented as not trusting one another and therefore re- 
fusing to be vulnerable and truthful in one another’s company. 

Men feel powerless to create such moments of truth because 
in doing so they lose the power to control the listener’s response 
to their openness. Partially for these reasons, Lingk chooses to hide 
behind the words of his wife rather than to speak personally to 
Roma. Lingk consciously resists Roma’s efforts to get closer to him 
through conversation. Although Lingk is clearly drawn to the male 
bonding that Roma seductively offers him, he is driven by the more 
familiar demands of the absent woman. But Roma’s loyalty to Lingk 
as a trusted listener is specious at best. “I can’t talk to you, you 
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met my wife,” Lingk asserts (92), as he consciously pits a man’s 
Man, Roma, against the absent woman, Jinny. Lingk essentially 
steps outside the battle as he lets these two powerful figures battle 
over the definition of his manhood—as well as over the possession 
of his money. 

True to male characters throughout the canon who want to 
break down other men’s conversational barriers, Roma offers sev- 
eral times to take Lingk out for a drink. Lingk responds, “She told 
me not to talk to you” (93). Getting nowhere with the customer, 
who is now the full-blown Jinny surrogate, Roma tries to appeal to 
Lingk’s ego through another self-empowering monologue that re- 
calls his original sales pitch to Lingk in act 1. “Let’s talk about 
you,” Roma contends, “Your life is your own. You have a contract 
with your wife. You have certain things you do jointly...and there 
are other things....This is your life.” Once again, Roma appeals 
to the powers of the masculine ethos, male privilege, and male 
bonding and naming as a means by which Lingk can overcome the 
influence of the Other. Roma believes that by appealing to Lingk’s 
sense of manhood, appearing to bond with him in this battle against 
the Other, he can sell real estate. In a blatant violation of human 
intimacy, Roma adopts a pseudotherapeutic voice to exploit Lingk’s 
personal life. His motives for encouraging Lingk’s personal dia- 
logue are entirely self-serving. Like Levene, Roma has no scruples 
when it comes to “selling something they don’t even want” (77). A 
salesman, after all, must “always be closing.” Roma has almost 
succeeded in getting Lingk to go for that crucial drink when 
Williamson remarks that Lingk’s check has already been cashed. 
This admission, to Lingk, means two things: he has failed to meet 
his wife’s demands and Roma has lied to him by saying that Lingk 
had time to cancel the deal and the check. 

Torn between his loyalty to “God the Mother” (his wife) and 
“God the Father” (Roma), Lingk makes a hasty exit from the real 
estate office. “Oh, Christ ...Oh Christ. I know I’ve let you down,” 
Lingk tells Roma. “I’m sorry. For... Forgive... for... I don’t know 
anymore. [Pause.] Forgive me” (95). Lingk’s final words recall the 
closing moments in Mamet’s Edmond as well as Albee’s The Zoo 
Story in their metaphysical evocations. Unlike Albee’s Jerry, who 
finds some connection with Peter by the end of their tragic interac- 
tion, Lingk feels no lasting “link” with Roma. Lingk has no aware- 
ness of powers within himself that can give him direction, insight, 
and a sense of individualization. He repeatedly turns to those out- 
side of himself to define himself, both externally and internally. In 
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confessing to Roma that he has let him down, Lingk reveals his 
delusion that Roma actually cares personally for him; conversely, 
it reveals Roma’s success at playacting. But Lingk is also admitting 
that he has failed to live up to the expectations of a “real” man 
within the male power structure. He has let down the male ethos, 
neither enacting nor professing his power over the Other. For all 
intents and purposes, Lingk is emasculated by Jinny, prompting 
him to seek out Roma’s camaraderie. He is a mortal, decentered 
man, however, who frustrates a god whom he aspires to please and 
to emulate (Roma) and disappoints a goddess whom he allows to 
lead him (Jinny). He is the type of male character who appears 
doomed to be manipulated by most men and women whose own 
self-identities are confidently determined and who exercise their 
social powers. 

In the final scene of act 2, the men return to social dialogue as 
actual, realistic conversation. The code of their linguistic interac- 
tion, determined by the masculine ethos, is rendered in familiar 
terms and without role-playing. In no uncertain words, Roma and 
Levene chide Williamson for contradicting Roma’s story to Lingk. 
“Whoever told you you could work with men?” (96), Roma bitterly 
challenges his boss. Williamson is guilty of breaking the vital code 
of businessmen’s ethics—that of which the “old stuff” is made: “a 
man who’s your ‘partner’ depends on you... you have to go with 
him and for him...or you’re a shit, you’re shit, you can’t exist 
alone” (98). The credo for the white male, according to the sales- 
men, is to accept that he is in a partnership with other straight 
white men, a relationship that may require him to lie about, to be 
silent about, but most certainly to agree about anything that will 
help maintain their power position in the “business” of living in 
America. This strategy has nothing to do with the solidification of 
self-disclosing, personal relationships. It is purely a survival tactic, 
based upon a bonding of male ideology, which ensures men’s eco- 
nomic power. 

But it is Roma who is most cruel as he angrily releases a litany 
of abusive epithets that clearly align Williamson with the “other,” 
those marginalized in American society over whom the white 
straight male wields cultural power. For breaking the male code, 
Williamson is a “fucking shit,” “asshole,” and “idiot”—all of which 
warrant his being named a “stupid fucking cunt,” a “fairy,” and a 
“fucking child” (96, 97). To align him with women, homosexuals, 
and children is, according to Roma, the worst humiliation for a 
(white) male. If a man is not working for men, then he must neces- 
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sarily be working against them, siding with the Other.’ Roma re- 
minds Levene that their survival—as businessmen and implicitly 
as white men—is in jeopardy: “We are members of a dying breed. 
That’s...that’s...that’s why we have to stick together” (105). 

In the end, however, the “child” solves the mystery of the 
office robbery. During his tirade against Williamson, Levene reveals 
his knowledge of Williamson’s trick on Roma (i.e., that Lingk’s 
contract was not submitted). The boss notes that Levene could 
know this detail only by having been in his office the previous 
evening. Levene is exposed as the robber; he hangs himself with 
his own words. In Mamet’s world of men, thieves and salesmen are 
one in the same. They are all perpetrators of the corrupted Ameri- 
can frontier ethic of exploitation in the name of economic gain. 
And right up to the end, Levene hopes to bribe Williamson not to 
turn him in to the police. As with his previous efforts, Levene 
knows that he can only succeed with Williamson if the ante is high 
enough; his only recourse is to draw from his recent sale to the 
Nyborgs. This time, however, the boss humiliates his employee by 
pointing out that Levene is still a loser: the Nyborgs are “insane.” 
Since their checks are worthless, “they just like talking to sales- 
men” (104). Williamson effectively confronts “the Machine” 
Levene and his delusions of potential personal and professional 
power. Like the old system of which he use to be an integral part, 
Levene is broken down, corrupt, obsolete, and pathetic. 

Several new faces on the old system, nonetheless, appear to 
be existing without diminished authority at the conclusion of Glen- 
garry Glen Ross. Collectively, they represent the first of two 
conflicting, though surviving, ideologies in the play—the recast 
voice of the masculine ethos in “a world of men” (105). This male 
voice is manifested differently, however, in the dialogue and pres- 
ence of three characters: Roma, Williamson, and Baylen. Their 
voices diverge in respect to their position on patriarchal law; they 
converge in their attitudes toward the masculine ethos. 

Embodying a classic (white) everyman, Roma presumes that 
the patriarchal system should bend to his immediate needs. This, 
he believes, is his rightful privilege as a male. While he unabash- 
edly lives outside the law (consider his final directive to William- 
son that he expects to claim half of Levene’s commissions [107]), 
Roma still commits himself to the masculine ethos and its myths 
of masculine power. The boss also lives inside masculine privilege 
but outside legal law. He, too, likes to play with power. But unlike 
Roma, Williamson has the entitlement of position to protect his 
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authority. Both men survive in Mamet’s impersonal world because 
each is committed to and skilled at manipulating the powers of the 
masculine ethos. Each knows how to exploit other men in order 
not to become one of the “other” men. 

As a police detective, Baylen represents the uncorrupted 
authority of patriarchal law. Unlike Roma and Williamson, Baylen 
lives inside the law and inside the masculine ethos. This combina- 
tion assures him privilege, security, and power, his for keeping in 
the American system. His presence affirms that a secular order, one 
defined in patriarchal terms, exists to dispel chaos. Yet, only one 
other voice in the play completely embraces the legal law that 
Baylen courts—and it is not another male. 

The voice of Jinny Lingk, the absent woman, is the second 
distinct ideology to survive in Glengarry. Although she has a differ- 
ent relationship to patriarchal law than Baylen, she relies upon 
that law to protect her rights: she contacts the district attorney’s 
office for protection in her case against Roma. In this instance, 
Jinny lives inside the patriarchal law and it empowers her. How- 
ever, Jinny obviously lives outside the male ethos. She does not 
have access to the same cultural privileges that men enjoy in the 
patriarchy. But this social imbalance of power does not weaken 
Jinny when confronted with the male ego. Through her husband’s 
mouth, Jinny challenges the wisdom, the integrity, and the actual 
and the mythic value of the masculine ethos. She insists that her 
subject position be heard. In denying Roma all that he wants, in- 
cluding conversation with Lingk, Jinny’s voice disempowers the 
classic everyman. She effectively resists the power play of the mas- 
culine ethos by turning its own premises and authority against 
itself. By simply saying no to Roma through Lingk, she gives 
voice—and power—to all “others” whom Roma and fellow advo- 
cates of the masculine ethos have dominated and silenced. 

As these two surviving, clashing voices move toward the center 
of Mamet’s text, the spectator’s last sight is Aaronow, sitting at his 
desk, alone in the destroyed real estate office. His final admission 
is filled with raw truth: “Oh, God, I hate this job” (108). His words 
signal the death of the salesman, capturing the defeated man’s pa- 
thetic awareness that things in life should be better than they are. 
As Jack Barbera notes about Mamet’s plays, “notions of the Ameri- 
can way—democracy and free enterprise—become corrupted when 
they enter the look-out-for-number-one rationalizations of crooks 
and unethical businessmen” (275). Aaronow struggles to under- 
stand the all-pervasive corruption in Glengarry Glen Ross, a “moral 
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play,” according to Benedict Nightingale, “not a moralizing one” 
(1984, 5). The play “seeks to ‘tell the truth’ about the usually invis- 
ible violence men inflict on themselves and each other as they grab 
for gold.” 

In Mamet’s dramatic worlds, characters are challenged to take 
moral responsibility for men’s corruption. Aaronow seems to know 
that someone needs to create order out of the chaos. Matthew 
Roudané suggests the importance of Aaronow’s “semblance of 
moral seriousness” (1986, 44). Mamet himself comments, 


Aaronow has some degree of conscience, some awareness; he’s 
troubled. Corruption troubles him. The question he’s troubled 
by is whether his inability to succeed in the society in which 
he’s placed is a defect—that is, is he manly or sharp enough?— 
or if it’s, in effect, a positive attribute, which is to say that his 
conscience prohibits him. So Aaronow is left between these 
two things and he’s incapable of choosing. This dilemma is, I 
think, what many of us are facing in this country right now. 
(1986, 75) 


Aaronow knows that in a “world of men” it simply is not 
enough for law enforcement to police the public’s actions. Such 
authority, according to Aaronow, does not always know the proper 
way “to talk...to a working man” (88). But Aaronow has no idea 
how to use his gender privilege to his advantage; he has no sense 
as to how, when, or where to use this culturally coded power to 
help to understand it any better. On the other hand, he has no idea 
of the power that he can unleash through his freedom of choice: 
he can choose to live as a differently masculine man outside the 
definitions of the masculine ethos. Like Jinny Lingk, Aaronow is 
aware that life should be better for those who choose not to break 
the law. But unlike the absent woman, Aaronow cannot envision a 
new kind of power, which is flourishing within his grasp, if he only 
explores his profound discontent with the values of the masculine 
ethos. Such a vision would necessarily signal the dismantlement 
of the gender-coded system, and Aaronow fails to envision the po- 
tential powers of the “other.” His lack of imagination appears to 
“always be closing” his mind and heart. He also has no voice of 
an absent woman to listen to; he has no idea of the powers of 
individualization that reside in her voice. As McDonough astutely 
argues, Mamet’s men resist the “discovery of new identities that 
would release them from a stance which is antagonist to the female 
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without as well as to the feminine within them” (205). Mamet’s 
own experience complements McDonough’s vision: “Men generally 
expect more of women than we do of ourselves. We feel, based on 
constant evidence, that women are better, stronger, more truthful, 
than men. You can call this sexism, or reverse sexism, or whatever 
you wish, but it is my experience” (1989b, 24). 

Despite his inability to become a different kind of subject, 
Aaronow resists immersion in the institution, in the corrupted 
manifestations of the masculine ethos. The hapless salesman sig- 
nals some hope for personal change simply in his passionate urge 
to understand what is going on around him and thereby to under- 
stand his deeper rage. In Glengarry, Mamet dramatizes the institu- 
tional oppression generated by social constructions of gender. He 
masterfully displays through Aaronow an American man’s often 
contradictory struggle to realize and to claim his individuality 
among men. This struggle exists for all men who, consciously or 
unconsciously, yearn for the authenticity of self-identity. All male 
characters confront the overwhelming context of the American 
masculine ethos and its male mythologies on their journey to indi- 
vidualization and self-identity. Yes, Glengarry is an indictment of 
the horrors of capitalism and corrupt business. But men among 
themselves sustain these structures. The degree to which men are 
victims and victimizers, as dramatized by Mamet, is debatable. Less 
debatable is the poignancy of his morality play about the lives of 
the many men in whom human feeling is absent. 


Throughout twentieth-century American drama, male characters 
have focused on women as one of their favorite topics of conversa- 
tion. During social dialogue, men commonly discuss women who 
are absent from their immediate environment. In fact, there is a 
subgenre of male-cast dramas, complete acts or entire plays that 
derive their discourse coherence from men’s obsession with absent 
women: from Eugene O’Neill’s A Wife for a Life to D. B. Gilles’s 
Men’s Singles and Terrence McNally’s The Lisbon Traviata. Men 
repeatedly reveal the impact that their real or imagined relation- 
ships with women have had upon their own sexuality and identity, 
their own sense of achievement and power. These revelations 
nearly always illuminate patriarchal positions: man is subject and 
woman is object. By decoding and deconstructing this phallocen- 
trism in drama, one can expose the “mystery of masculinity” (Segal 
82) and thereby unmask man’s relationship to authority and privi- 
lege over the Other. 
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There are several dramaturgical explanations for the material 
absence of the female in the male-cast play. The female is excluded 
from spaces defined as male domains: sex-specific prisons, certain 
military surroundings, and male-identified (or male-dominated) job, 
educational, and religious environments. She is also absent from 
sex-specific activities such as men’s athletics, fraternal or sex-segre- 
gated secret organizations, and “men only” social contexts. Some- 
times, though rarely, when the play is set in a space to which 
women have equal access, men discuss a woman who is absent by 
choice or by coincidence. For example, Peter is alone in The Zoo 
Story simply because his wife never joins him on his Sunday out- 
ings in Central Park. Finally, of course, a woman may be absent 
because she is dead. 

When men speak among themselves about women, they do so 
within a specific thematic determined by the American masculine 
ethos. Men’s social dialogue at this initial level is essentially sexist. 
From a Lacanian perspective, “The circulation of the phallus as 
meaning sketches a structure for language in which women are 
clearly outside of discourse. The phallus is exchanged between 
men” (Dolan 12; emphasis added), and women are Other. The 
“phallic language” of the male-cast play not only situates but relies 
upon the female to be referred to from within its specific semiotic 
and cultural dialogue. In their dialogue, male characters primarily 
position and understand woman through her culturally sanctioned 
relationship to a man, as his relative (generally his mother or wife) 
or as the object of his erotic desires (usually his wife, lover, or 
sexual fantasy). A significant variation in this schema, however, 
surfaces within gay male enclaves. Many gay characters position 
the absent woman (including the mother) as a surrogate upon 
whom they displace their own sexual desires. Since the female is 
the object of male erotics with the dominant culture, some gay 
characters, from their marginal perspective, identify with females 
as the sexual object of the “male gaze” (Mulvey 11). In creating a 
symbiotic identification with or desire to be the (absent) woman or 
object (Isay 41-46), some gays transmute their presumed cultural 
position as male subjects. 

Despite these variations, one fact remains: male characters in 
realist settings excluding women automatically identify, through 
their use of language, the female as Other. Male-cast plays rarely, 
if ever, dramatize the cultural transformation of gender called for 
by Judith Butler (1990), Lynne Segal, and Jessica Benjamin: a trans- 
formation of gender “principles,” and hence gender representation, 


57 


ACT LIKE A MAN 


away from their rigidly coded social construction in favor of “a 
reconstruction of the vital tension between recognition and asser- 
tion, dependency and freedom” (Benjamin 176). Male characters, 
therefore, repeatedly define their maleness in Beauvoirian terms: 
their relationship to and power over the Other. What happens, 
then, when the Other is absent? How do male characters create the 
presence of the Other, to “symbolically erect the hierarchies of 
phallocentric culture” (Segal 90)? 

When men are alone together, their biological sameness func- 
tions as a social bonding agent. This sameness initially erases male 
differences; it reinforces dominance over the (absent) Other. In the 
absence of women, therefore, men initially express themselves 
through aggressive social dialogue that is driven by male mytholo- 
gies. Nonetheless, the absent woman’s gendered identity—and in 
more recent plays, her absent sexual body—quickly assumes 
prominence as the characters struggle to affirm their sameness by 
creating the presence of (her) difference in their talk. Here, one can 
argue, the “repudiation of femininity” (Benjamin 159-69) and the 
return of the “repressed” (Chodorow 163-70, 173-90)—both with 
their nods toward the complexities of the Oedipal riddle—surface 
in dialogue. In the male-cast play, characters initially identify dif- 
ferences between male and female, masculinity and femininity, 
through language. Their determination to discuss topics that are 
stimulated by the masculine ethos, however, actually masks their 
deeper fear of losing power, of losing their manhood, to the Other. 
In play after male-cast play, dialogue depends heavily upon refer- 
ence to the Other, upon sexual identity as delineated in the sym- 
bolic order and as manifested in the social codings of gender—all 
in an effort to confirm male domination.15 Consequently, coherence 
within men’s social dialogue relies upon creating “difference” in 
gender codings and anatomy—and thus upon evoking an absent 
woman. 

The absence of women from the stage, however, eventually 
forces onstage men to redefine the binary gender system upon 
which they establish their own identity. Men’s differences from one 
another, determined in accord with strict masculine codings, 
finally replace the female Other in order to reaffirm phallic hierar- 
chy. The most glaring, divisive challenge to male sameness, an 
identification of male difference or “otherness,” is sexual orienta- 
tion. Heterosexuality, homosexuality, or bisexuality marks a man 
as either subject or object in an all-male context within the domi- 
nant culture. In the twentieth century, the nonheterosexual male 
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has been the most frequently represented male “other” in male-cast 
plays. He clearly resides outside the dominant culture’s notions of 
the male subject, yet he remains a subject, nonetheless, by virtue 
of his being a man in a sex-differentiated world. His “otherness” is 
essential, however, within a same-sex play that maintains the cul- 
ture’s dichotomous gender codings through phallocentric language. 
While the discourse coherence of published male-cast plays has 
been influenced by characters’ race, ethnicity, class, religion, and 
age, these features are generally subsumed by the deeper anxiety 
of gender and sexuality experienced by male characters when they 
are alone together. It is the rare male-cast play whose language 
takes us through and beyond the culture’s phallocentrism—which 
is driven by compulsory heterosexuality—to a world that acknowl- 
edges the differences, the “otherness,” in male subjectivities. 

Two representative male-cast plays whose discourse coherence 
centers on the topic of women are Alice Gerstenberg’s At the Club 
and Sidney Morris’s If This Isn’t Love!® Each is essentially a realist 
play that adheres to the unities of time, place, and action, Gersten- 
berg’s a one-act, Morris’s a three-act, although each act occurs a 
decade after the previous one. Each act in these plays, therefore, is 
a sustained conversation—focused on absent women. Each play 
also dramatizes the crucial stage of discourse coherence that often 
is upheld among men before their cooperative communication col- 
lapses into uncooperative, frequently violent interaction. Although 
neither text has been acknowledged as a play of high critical value, 
each is dramaturgically significant when considered under the ru- 
bric of male-cast drama. 

At the Club and If This Isn’t Love! are also historically notable 
in their clear mapping of the variations (i.e., the evolution of di- 
verse roles) in the representation of woman as Other and object. In 
this regard, absent women have taken on two general roles, or im- 
ages, in men’s talk exchanges, similar to those that Sue-Ellen Case 
identifies for women in classical Western drama: “positive roles, 
which depict women as independent, intelligent and even heroic; 
and a surplus of misogynistic roles commonly identified as the 
Bitch, the Witch, the Vamp and the Virgin/Goddess” (1988, 6). I 
will refer to these various roles throughout the discussion. Since 
women do not speak for themselves in male-cast plays, they can 
never occupy the subject position, even when men speak of them 
“heroically.” This, of course, extends to my own voice here as 
author, as an authorized male voice commenting upon (fictional) 
men and their references to women. Despite this paradox—at least 
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in terms of dramatic representation—some male characters in 
Gerstenberg’s and Morris’s plays speak about women (and thereby 
situate them) in positive “roles” that, linguistically and metaphori- 
cally, approximate subject positions. In contrast, other male charac- 
ters speak readily about women in misogynistic “roles” that guaran- 
tee their object position in men’s dialogue. 


At the Club, Alice Gerstenberg 


Alice Gerstenberg, acknowledged in recent years as a “seminal 
American theatrical figure” (Hecht 1), was a pioneer in the early- 
twentieth-century “little theater” movements in New York City and 
in her hometown, Chicago. An innovative dramatist, she is best 
known for her all-female play, Overtones (premiered in 1915), 
America’s first drama to present dual personality devices (i.e., char- 
acters’ unconscious lives) on stage. As Marilyn Atlas points out, 
“O’Neill’s experimentation [in the 1920s] with dramatic form and 
the rich exploration of psychoanalysis and parapsychology in his 
drama did not originate with him” (59). 

At the Club is unique in the male-cast canon for several rea- 
sons, not the least of which is the importance of its author in 
American theater history.’ First, it is one of the few all-male plays 
written by a woman. Just as Gerstenberg dramatized original, multi- 
dimensional voices for women in Overtones, she created another 
atypical voice in her handling of men’s dialogue in At the Club. 
Very few male writers come close to capturing the sustained, gener- 
ous heterosexual male voice of Gerstenberg’s main character, Pren- 
tice, in his articulate, insightful, and compassionate evocation of 
an absent woman. This observation, of course, raises obvious ques- 
tions: Do women writers hear (or imagine) males’ voices differently 
from male writers? If so, how does gender difference between play- 
wrights affect the dramatic development of their male characters 
and the ways in which men talk among themselves? 

Second, Gerstenberg creates in Prentice one of the first male 
feminist voices in the male-cast canon. Before inventing Prentice, 
it should be noted, Gerstenberg had already joined other noted 
early-twentieth-century American women playwrights, like Susan 
Glaspell and Rachel Crothers, in contributing to the rise of the 
female feminist voice in American drama. Similar to such lesser 
known contemporaries as Alice C. Thompson, Helen Sherman 
Griffith, Alice Chaplin, and Clara Denton, however, Gerstenberg 
contributed most dynamically to this movement through her crea- 
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tion of feminist heroines in female-cast dramas and comedies.18 
Gerstenberg’s heroines break out of culturally defined, gender- 
restricted roles when speaking of women’s lives; they are subjects 
who individualize their own stories. As subject, Prentice still 
speaks of women as objects; his female authorship does not auto- 
matically liberate his vision, which confines women to misogynis- 
tic or positive roles. 

Third, Gerstenberg alters the customary social dynamics of 
male characters’ interaction by creating a feminist-inspired male 
speaker. To the degree that Prentice aggressively articulates and 
defends the concerns of Hyacinth, the absent woman, he assumes 
the position usually filled by the Other in the talk exchange; he is 
decidedly marked as a male “other” to the four men with whom 
he converses. Prentice exists outside the boundaries of proper alle- 
giances that define the men’s club, even though he, like the other 
men, is white and heterosexual. 

Set in the lounge of an exclusive men’s club on a hot summer 
evening, At the Club is infused with the patriarchal values of privi- 
leged white males. These men—Prentice, Sherman, Boyd, and 
Whitmarsh—enjoy their leisure, assume the loyalty of their male 
comrades, and are obsessed with discussing the impact that females 
have on shaping their lives. Gerstenberg has structured her play in 
two alternating movements: from one character who is alone in the 
club room, to two, then three and four characters interacting, fol- 
lowed by the diminishment of these numbers until one person 
again remains alone at the play’s conclusion. Punctuating these 
movements are four occasions when the telephone is in use. Each 
of these interruptions inserts an absent woman into the play: Pren- 
tice calls Hyacinth two times, Whitmarsh phones a male friend 
about his wife’s house party, and Hyacinth calls Prentice at the 
play’s closing.19 

At the core of each movement is Prentice, a bachelor lawyer, 
who never leaves the room. Prentice is unlike Sherman and 
Whitmarsh, the married men at the club, and unlike Boyd, a fellow 
bachelor. Prentice speaks about Hyacinth as Virgin/Goddess as well 
as a heroic, independent person; Sherman’s and Boyd’s female ref- 
erents, on the other hand, are Bitches and Vamps. Whitmarsh, a 
manufacturer by profession, does not distinguish among absent 
women since, as he says, “a man with a wife and three daughters 
hasn’t any time to think about his condition. It’s all he can do to 
manage to keep it” (Gerstenberg 1930a, 164). 

At the play’s opening, Prentice engages the Club’s old servant, 
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Gittens, in social dialogue. The men discuss their jobs, food, and 
Gittens’s deceased wife. Gittens breaks with the tenor of their con- 
genial conversation, however, by remarking that the gossip that has 
come his way during his forty years at the Club has taught him 
that “the secrets of men’s souls wouldn’t seem so bad if one knew 
all the reasons” (150). This philosophical assertion is an unusual 
interjection into social dialogue, in that it invites each man to par- 
ticularize for the other his own secrets. It suggests that the play’s 
discourse coherence may shift to include more intimate topics. In 
response to Gittens’s statement, however, the men return to the 
topic of absent women to speak in code about their own lives. This 
unspecific, theoretical dialogue then leads toward another possible 
moment of personalization that is abruptly (but predictably) inter- 
rupted—by a telephone buzzer: 


Gittens: [M]arried men...do what their wives want. 

Prentice: Not all wives are like that. One or two of them are 
suffering from husbands—unworthy of them. 

Gittens: | Maybe. You can’t tell where the blame belongs. 
Every time a Club member dies and they take his 
strong box out of the files to destroy his letters, with 
no living man’s eyes allowed to read them, I always 
feel they’re destroying what was the real heart of 
him. 

Prentice: Maybe so. Maybe not—some men have secrets that 
are only—silly. [A buzzer rings at the telephone 
near them.]} 

(151) 


Taking the phone call, Prentice is left alone in the room to 
speak privately to his lover, Hyacinth. Prentice’s relationship with 
Hyacinth is not public knowledge. Thus, the secrets of his life are 
bound up in facts of his life that he has disclosed to no man in 
either social or personal dialogue. Just as the “real hearts” of the 
men to whom Gittens refers (that is, their personal, truthful, self- 
disclosing parts) are bound up in inanimate letters, so Prentice’s 
real heart is voiced privately in conversation with Hyacinth, the 
absent woman. Only Hyacinth and the audience hear his words. 
Throughout her play, Gerstenberg foregrounds the thematic of the 
“secrets of men’s souls,” and what men do or do not do with those 
secrets when among other men. 

Prentice’s phone conversation with Hyacinth reveals that their 
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relationship is in fact part of a triangle. Another “he” is involved, 
one whose presence necessitates that the couple meet clandes- 
tinely. Hyacinth hastily cuts short their conversation, leaving Pren- 
tice in the company of newly arrived Whitmarsh. Whitmarsh 
promptly speaks of other absent women—his wife and his daugh- 
ters—and an upcoming party. Whitmarsh proceeds to the telephone 
and calls an eligible bachelor about attending the party, only to find 
that his listener is getting married on the same day. In these back- 
to-back phone calls, Gerstenberg’s men give textual presence to an 
array of absent women, all connected to the men through marital 
bonds or sexual objectification: wives, daughters, fiancées, and 
lovers. 

Once Whitmarsh is off the phone and moves toward leaving 
the room, the conversation turns to alcohol. Glenn Sherman, a real 
estate agent, arrives to talk to Prentice. Drunk, dissipated, and an- 
gry, Sherman has come to talk to his former college buddy about a 
woman. Since he has been drinking heavily, Sherman dismisses 
social dialogue in order to speak directly, and therefore more per- 
sonally, with Prentice. As he says of his need to speak the truth, 
“These thoughts! They’re driving me mad!” (155). Prentice encour- 
ages the still drinking Sherman to contain his rage toward the ab- 
sent woman, a combination Bitch-Vamp whom Sherman identifies 
as his wife, Hyacinth, and her lover—who Sherman has yet to 
know is Prentice. Prentice, in his soon-to-be-revealed association 
with Hyacinth, will also be encoded as a male Vamp, a traitor to 
his own sex, at the Club—but this identity will be bestowed upon 
him only from the men’s perspective, not from Gerstenberg’s per- 
spective.2° 

Sherman confesses to Prentice that he knows about his wife’s 
lover from an anonymous letter he just received. Prentice dismisses 
this notion, suggesting that the message may well be the handiwork 
of one of Sherman’s “enemies,” some absent woman, one of his 
“discarded mistresses” who seeks revenge (156). Sherman’s re- 
sponse: “That’s too straight talk!” Sherman’s strategy to deal with 
his marital problems is not to speak straight talk. Because his 
drunken feelings are unguarded, however, Sherman forgoes social 
dialogue and continues to speak directly. But he will not wholly 
embrace personal dialogue. He is still far too resistant to speaking 
the truth. To do so would undercut his gender-coded power and 
make him vulnerable to the absent woman. Nor, finally, does 
Sherman care to foster an un-self-conscious personal dialogue with 
his best friend; after all, Prentice is clearly a man who is unlike 


63 


ACT LIKE A MAN 


Sherman. Since Prentice “take[s] a situation and examine[s] it from 
all angles” (156), he can understand why Hyacinth would reject 
Sherman’s double standard of male behavior as grossly inequitable 
for women. Sherman prefers “wild emotional orgies of sentimental- 
ity [and] outraged egotism,” allowing the male to indulge his every 
complaint and desire. Sherman can see himself only as pure sub- 
ject; he refuses to consider that different sides exist to any story, 
that “other” subjectivities coexist with his own. As Prentice re- 
minds Sherman, “Judging [Hyacinth] from your standards, a little 
adventure on her part wouldn’t much matter.” 

Sherman, however, judges Prentice as a limited observer, a 
prisoner of his own powers of analysis and an unqualified com- 
mentator: “You aren’t even capable of a real emotion” (157). Here, 
Sherman suggests that the lawyer’s support for Hyacinth—a sup- 
port that is feminist in its origin and execution—is simply void of 
any emotion, as it fails to reflect any real understanding of the 
complexities within the married couple’s relationship. Anyone 
who supports the Bitch-Vamp, Sherman implies, is obviously inca- 
pable of “understanding” the need to protect the male’s cultural 
position of authority. A man must be married, Sherman also pre- 
sumes, if he is to understand how heterosexual men are victimized 
by their mates. 

In a detailed, energetic exchange, the two men talk about Sher- 
man’s behavior upon his receiving the anonymous letter in 
Hyacinth’s presence. Sherman responded to the news of being 
cuckolded, he tells Prentice, by choking his wife. Breaking away 
from her husband’s grasp (after he broke her pearl necklace), Hya- 
cinth, according to Sherman, then humiliated him: “She said she 
was laughing because she didn’t have any more tears. She said her 
tears had frozen into pearls” (158). Upon repeating the absent 
woman’s words—here in the form of figurative language—Sherman 
illustrates a dramaturgical convention in male-cast plays: one’s re- 
membrance of women’s words are more likely to express emotional 
concerns and the “reality” of situations than are men’s words, since 
men are too busy trying to cover up such feelings. In response to 
his wife’s remarks, Sherman, who is prone to violent outbursts, 
confesses: “I—wanted to beat her but I crushed her into my arms 
instead.” Woman, to Sherman, is an object toward whom to direct 
both physical violence and sexual aggression. 

Just as the discourse coherence of the male-cast play moves 
from social dialogue about the absent woman to men’s expressions 
of violence, so Sherman’s personal narration moves: he first talks 
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about the absent woman, then he graphically describes his violent 
assault of her, followed by his expressed desire for further violent 
revenge—‘“She has a lover and I’ve got to kill him” (158). Sher- 
man’s own progression from social dialogue to violence encapsu- 
lates the linguistic dynamics of male interaction that characterize 
the overall structure of most male-cast plays. Furthermore, and en- 
tirely predictably for men among themselves, Sherman’s personal 
tirade is curtailed as Whitmarsh and Gittens reenter the room, bear- 
ing more liquor. At this point, Sherman and Prentice suspend dis- 
cussion of their personal crisis. They choose, instead, to remain in 
the room and thereby to reengage the most conventional of social 
dialogues with the newly arrived men. 

The two dramatic episodes that follow confirm the structural 
convention that three or more men are most likely to engage in 
social dialogue if the majority of men are not drinking or taking 
drugs. When Gittens leaves the room, Prentice remains in the com- 
pany of two married men, Sherman and Whitmarsh. Even though 
each has a drink poured, only Sherman is identified in the stage 
directions as taking a drink. Whitmarsh initiates the dialogue im- 
mediately by discussing the weather as well as his own job; he 
does so in an attempt “to give Sherman a chance to help the con- 
versation” (159). When these topics fail to stimulate interaction, 
he switches focus to Sherman’s job. In capturing Sherman’s reac- 
tion to the suggestion that he discuss his real estate business, 
Gerstenberg perfectly capsulizes the appeal of familiar, predictable 
social dialogue to a man whose previous efforts at personal dia- 
logue have stopped: Sherman responds, not unlike the men in Ma- 
met’s Glengarry Glen Ross, “automatically speeding his reply like 
a lesson well memorized, but his heart is not in it” (159-60). 

One might say that social dialogue throughout the male-cast 
canon is relatively “heartless,” as the verbal sparring of Glengarry 
Glen Ross illustrated earlier. Social dialogue occurs without emo- 
tional, psychological, or physical commitment from the characters. 
Consequently, it does not require its participants to reveal personal 
intimacies or, for that matter, to personalize the conversation at all. 
By the very nature of the ethos that frames its topics, social dialogue 
is language used to pass time in as unfeeling a way as possible. 

The entrance of Adin Boyd, a wealthy, bachelor playboy, initi- 
ates the second major episode in At the Club that also relies upon 
social dialogue in its most conventional form. Joining the other 
three men, Boyd is the peer foil to Prentice; his beliefs are also 
antithetical to Prentice’s “feminist” leanings. Unlike Prentice, who 
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promotes a more personal dialogue, Boyd, just returning from vaca- 
tion, cares only to discuss his association to the challenging and 
manly activities of fishing, shooting, riding, motoring, tennis, and 
golf. In the course of his remarks, Boyd, one “to walk along with 
the crowd” (162), is revealed to be a racist and a sexist. He is 
demanding, demeaning, impersonal, arrogant, and elitist, and these 
qualities inform his spiteful references to absent women. 

Even though Gerstenberg intends Boyd to provide comic relief 
from the personal tensions created between Prentice and Sherman, 
he also illustrates the power of a bigoted, opinionated male to 
dominate a conversation.2! He impedes the progression of the 
play’s discourse coherence through his insistent manner and dis- 
ruptions; his contributions to the conversation focus only on the 
absent woman, as he claims that he has been “looking for a wife 
but ha[sn’t] found a girl yet with the qualifications” (162). 

Boyd’s wishes for marriage partially match a clichéd white 
American dream of the early twentieth century: a “large estate and 
half a dozen children” (164). But threatening Boyd’s dream are a 
couple of powerful, evil forces: the “dark races” and diseased fe- 
males. The material reality of these forces demands, according to 
Boyd, an urgent response. Shamelessly, Boyd articulates the racist 
beliefs at the bottom of his idyllic vision: “I think we ought to do 
our patriotic share in saving the future from the dark races.... If 
something isn’t done this overwhelming dark horde will vanquish 
our early American stock.” Patriotism, here, is linked to procrea- 
tion and the preservation of white culture, generally, and white 
male authority, specifically. 

Raging on with his audacious, and now sexist, remarks, Boyd 
also expresses his concern for a “question of disease” (165) that 
threatens to keep him from his dream: associations with absent 
women who may pollute his otherwise pure, privileged person. For 
the men in the group who appear unconcerned, Boyd recalls an 
“early lesson which taught [him] caution” about females and dis- 
ease. In a brief, expository speech he recounts his relationship with 
a girl whom he nearly married, until a former lover of hers told 
Boyd of her history (of course, from his male perspective). Without 
hearing details about this absent woman’s history, Prentice, the 
supporter of women, confronts Boyd: “Did you ask her? Did she 
defend herself?”—in other words, did Boyd give the woman an 
opportunity to speak for herself, to be the subject of her own story, 
rather than the object of a man’s discourse? Boyd responds that he 
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did not talk to the woman about this matter, that he in fact left the 
relationship without any discussion whatsoever—all because he 
“wasn’t going to take any chances and be haunted by doubt the 
rest of [his] life.” The woman, from Boyd’s perspective, is guilty 
in her silence and unworthy to be the object of his attention. She 
is rejected and scorned, her alleged past clearly marking her as 
Bitch-Vamp. Male accusations that discredit the integrity of the 
absent woman do not, in this case, warrant challenge. Her silence 
itself—enforced by a man, and not by any actual admissions—con- 
demns her. 

In respect to the absent woman’s life, he alone, Boyd asserts, 
knows the truth—a truth that has been constructed by the two men 
about the absent woman. Prentice rejects Boyd’s arrogant, presump- 
tive power play over silenced women: “she might have been deeply 
wounded by [Boyd’s] lack of faith” (165), in her self-worth, her 
integrity, and in their shared intimacy. Boyd repudiates Prentice’s 
empathetic observation; a man should expect a Bitch-Vamp, who 
has the “sweet, warm, power of drawing [a man]” (166) to her, to 
deceive and abuse him without remorse, as a cat does a mouse. 

Not missing a melodramatic opportunity to build up an even 
more formidable composite of this absent woman, Gerstenberg has 
Boyd name Hyacinth as his former lover, the individual who links 
females to disease. Without acknowledging their relationships to 
Hyacinth, Sherman and Prentice pump Boyd for more information, 
seizing an opportunity to hear another man’s detailed account of 
their previous topic of conversation. Repeatedly, Hyacinth is char- 
acterized as the Bitch-Vamp by the two men who fail to secure her 
as their own. She’s “cool and remote—didn’t go after men,” claims 
Boyd (166); Sherman condemns her “maddening reserve, fake pu- 
rity, false to the core!” As Bitch-Vamp, Hyacinth fails to become 
the desired Virgin/Goddess in Boyd’s and Sherman’s fantasies. She 
fails to embody “a woman’s most important qualification... her 
virtue” (167). Yet either image traps Hyacinth in misogynistic roles. 

In his response to these attempts at character assassination, 
Prentice defends Hyacinth by acknowledging that her apparent 
power over men resides in her cultivation of a more “heroic” iden- 
tity, one that justifies her unwillingness to play gender-coded 
games with men: “Sherman and you [Boyd] expect all women to 
measure into your preconceived ideas. You cannot stretch your 
minds to understand a type like Hyacinth...and women like 
Hyacinth are so conscious of your minds which cannot understand, 
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that they consider it too much trouble to enlighten you. They with- 
draw behind a mask and let you think what you please” (167; 
emphasis added). 

The lucidity with which Prentice justifies Hyacinth’s actions— 
and those of all women of Hyacinth’s positive type—illustrates the 
extent to which he understands and even identifies with her 
choices. Such choices place her and him on the margins of patriar- 
chal discourse. In At the Club, however, the female playwright has 
positioned this otherwise marginal voice at the center of her play. 
Through Prentice, Gerstenberg gives voice to those absent women’s 
lives that, certainly in the first half of the century, were otherwise 
doomed to remain stereotypical, cliché-ridden objects in men’s dia- 
logue. 

In his unrelenting defense of the absent woman, moreover, 
Prentice is like no other male character in the male-cast canon. It 
can be argued that Gerstenberg’s handling of Prentice’s dialogue is 
heavy-handed in its polemical, analytical quality. But Gerstenberg 
is aware of this possible criticism of Prentice’s “unreal” manner of 
speaking. When Sherman asks him to stop his “court haranguing,” 
Prentice puts him in his place with, “You don’t think. You don’t 
really think!” (167). Prentice effectively subverts Sherman’s criti- 
cism by legitimizing his own authority and his manner of speaking. 
He is, after all, an articulate, coherent speaker—an otherwise atypi- 
cal character for an American male-cast play. Prentice’s unconven- 
tional male voice is unfamiliar to most spectators and therefore 
subject to being labeled unreal. We simply are not used to this 
representation of American male characters who, in the presence 
of other men, remain individuals who are self-reflective (and at 
relative ease) with language. Gerstenberg is aware of gender differ- 
ences manifested in the traditional handling of dramatic speakers, 
yet she is mining new conversational territory. She has her eye on 
a political agenda that represents the absent woman’s voice within 
the structuring of a straight white male’s voice. In doing so, she 
offers an alternative realist vision of talk among men. She presents 
an American male talking differently among men. 

Prentice challenges his rejected club mates to see the unfair- 
ness of their demand that females “be beyond reproach” (167). 
“What have both of you done to raise yourselves to so lofty a 
pedestal in your demands [of Hyacinth]. Are you both beyond re- 
proach?” “You don’t understand a word I am saying,” Prentice 
accuses Sherman and Boyd, “because you are still slumbering in 
your senses. Hyacinth is spiritually so far advanced that for either 
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of you to question her motives or her actions is an impertinence!” 
(168). While Hyacinth remains the Goddess in Prentice’s eyes, she 
is the secularized Bitch-Vamp in Sherman’s and Boyd’s eyes—not 
because of the men’s “belief in her faithlessness but the fear of an 
outrage to [their] vanity” for her desiring anyone other than them- 
selves. Hyacinth’s actions strike at the heart of the men’s sexual 
anxiety. At such a moment of debilitating identity crisis, Gersten- 
berg seems to say, men rely upon the power of their egos to posi- 
tion women as objects, power that stands between their efforts to 
understand women and women’s subjectivity and their wish to 
perpetuate lies about them. 

Clearly, Prentice’s defense of Hyacinth in front of other men 
is shaped by his acknowledgment of her as an independent agent, 
but he is also acutely aware of his private desire for her as the 
object of his own fantasies. And it is to this perspective of Hyacinth 
as sexual object that the dialogue returns when Boyd rejects Pren- 
tice’s spiritual evocations of Hyacinth. After all, Boyd says, 
Hyacinth’s other jilted lover told Boyd that she was, essentially, a 
slut. To this statement, yet still without identifying himself as 
Hyacinth’s husband, the drunk Sherman calls Boyd a liar, as he 
seizes Boyd’s hunting revolver and holds it up to Boyd’s throat. 
Sherman pulls the trigger, but the magazine is empty. From frus- 
trated, though revealing, social dialogue about the absent woman, 
Gerstenberg’s dramaturgy now moves to more conventional interac- 
tion of violence. In the context of male interaction, it is irrelevant 
whether the statement about Hyacinth is true. What is pivotal is that 
Sherman responds brutally on “impulse” (169), as most American 
male characters do, because he forgoes any investment in language 
as a way to deal with his feelings. His ego has been undermined by a 
remark that may very well be true. Unwilling to know the facts, 
Sherman wants to eliminate anything or anyone that might try to 
represent the truth. Once this sudden outburst of violence has 
passed, however, Whitmarsh helps an understandably shaken Boyd 
from the room, leaving the two buddies alone once again. 

Rather than ending the men’s interaction violently, Gerstenberg 
uses Sherman’s murderous threat as the source for jolting Prentice 
into self-disclosing dialogue. Following the pattern of most male- 
cast drama, Prentice’s remarks progress from the absent woman 
to frank, personal dialogue only after some kind of violence inter- 
venes. Once again rejecting Sherman’s efforts to deny Hyacinth 
the double standard that he has enjoyed during their marriage, 
Prentice now identifies himself as Hyacinth’s current lover. Unlike 
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Sherman, who has been intimate with lovers outside of his mar- 
riage, Prentice and Hyacinth have remained “technically true” to 
Sherman, although “mentally” they have been “traitors” (170). 
While a traitor to Sherman, Hyacinth remains the ideal object to 
Prentice: a Goddess in spirit and a Virgin in body. “What Hyacinth 
is today is the sum of what Hyacinth has been all her life, and I 
ask for no-one more perfect....I only treasure what you took no 
trouble to keep” (170-71), Prentice concludes about his “perfect” 
absent woman, as a determined, angry Sherman is ushered out of 
the room by Gittens. 

Confident that his truthfulness with Sherman has “ploughed 
through to a new clear road” with Hyacinth (171), Prentice, alone 
once again in the room, calls the woman of his dreams to warn her 
that her violent husband is on his way home. He gets her to agree 
to leave immediately for a hotel, but not until he has taken the 
chance to tell her that Sherman knows about their relationship. The 
men’s interaction has moved through social dialogue determined 
by absent women, to violence, to a momentary level of personal 
dialogue within which a man reveals his deeper feelings—albeit 
through his relationship to an absent woman. By calling Hyacinth 
on the telephone to tell her of his accomplishment, Prentice not 
only secures her approval of his actions, but he links his perception 
of his own identity to the degree to which he is connected— 
through language—to the absent woman. 

Upon Gittens’s brief return to the club room, Prentice draws 
strength from Hyacinth’s and his personal victory in order to rein- 
troduce the topic of men’s secrets. Unlike their conversation at the 
beginning of the play, when Prentice spoke theoretically and im- 
personally about man’s relationship to secrets, Prentice and Gittens 
now reengage one another more as wise, thoughtful peers. Prentice 
has matured through his interaction with the men at the Club, and 
he appears ready to begin to speak more directly about himself 
instead of through the code of the absent woman. Yet Prentice still 
moves away from complete self-disclosure in favor of waxing philo- 
sophical: “[W]hen I’m dead and they open my file box to burn the 
letters I have there—there will be faint perfume with the smoke. 
What a pity that letters like that can escape into the light only as 
essence. And yet—the secrets—are more precious because un- 
shared by a glaring world!” (172). 

In this ironic twist, Prentice romanticizes and heightens the 
essential value of secrets—as written in letters—over spoken truths 
and fantasies that are known by a “glaring world.” While placing 
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value solely on the “essence” of secrets, Prentice undercuts, I think, 
the deeper insights and connections that he has come to experience 
through his verbal action. Prentice and Hyacinth’s potential happi- 
ness actually has two sources: the intimate truths revealed in the 
absent woman’s secret letters, referred to by her lover; and in the 
lover’s articulation of his desires (as informed by the absent 
woman’s secrets) to the “glaring world” (which includes her hus- 
band). Together, then, written secrets and verbal declaration (or at 
least the articulation of the effect of those secrets on and by the 
recipient) prompt the merging of fantasy and reality (albeit in a 
“precious” way). This merging makes dramatic sense if a character 
appeals to the glaring world for its understanding of his or her 
experiences. In fact, this is Prentice’s final plea upon receiving 
Hyacinth’s call at play’s end. 

Hyacinth phones to say that she got out of the house before 
Sherman arrived and that she is safe at a hotel. “It is the beginning 
of our happiness,” Prentice joyfully exclaims over the phone, alone 
again in the room (172). Upon merging private secrets (i.e., 
Hyacinth’s letters as well as their telephone calls) and public con- 
fessions (i.e., Prentice’s disclosures to Sherman), the couple antici- 
pate their release to experience greater freedoms and deeper inti- 
macies with one another. They can now choose which aspects of 
their relationship are to be private and which public; openly ac- 
knowledging the truth of their connection has set them both free 
to do so. 

But the power of the absent woman to influence a man’s 
thoughts and actions remains central to this couple’s evolving pri- 
vate and public identity. Dramaturgically, this power motivates 
narrative desire in the plot. Characterologically, however, it serves 
to underline an essential paradox in the male character’s psychol- 
ogy. On the one hand, the power of the absent woman depends on 
woman’s erasure, since she is not a “real” body in the play; she is, 
to some extent, a fantasy of male need. On the other hand, the 
absent woman is “embodied” through her dramatically present, 
“real” offstage voice and its actual influence on the “real” onstage 
male voice; Hyacinth is reembodied onstage through Prentice’s 
voice—through him, her absence is made present and “real.” 

Right up to the final line of dialogue, Hyacinth’s voice (un- 
heard, of course, by the spectator) elicits a response from Prentice 
that capsulizes a profound thematic pervasive not only in Gersten- 
berg’s play, but in the male cast canon: “[W]hat dear? Are you 
crying?—Oh, my dear, I’m glad you’re crying—Yes dear, some day 
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the world will understand” (172). By repeating the line he just 
heard from Hyacinth, Prentice not only acknowledges the desires 
and insights he shares with the absent woman, but he also reiter- 
ates her actual plea for a culture’s “understanding” of that which 
is coded as unconventional, as Other within the patriarchy. In hav- 
ing a heterosexual male character express his agreement with an 
absent woman’s utmost desire—for the world to understand her 
position, her subjectivity—Gerstenberg concludes her male-cast 
play with a radical choice, both dramaturgically and politically. In 
Prentice, Gerstenberg created a male character whose personal life 
is informed by an emerging feminist consciousness. He is capable 
of speaking about absent women not only as objects, but for them 
as subjects. This emerging feminist male voice—a substitute for the 
absent woman’s voice—is unique in the history of American drama. 


During the nearly fifty years following Gerstenberg’s play, male-cast 
plays perpetuated the misogynistic roles of women. These included 
the absent woman’s representation as articulated object in the non- 
realist, experimental plays of the 1960s and 1970s, such as in 
Megan Terry’s Keep Tightly Closed in a Cool Dry Place, Arthur 
Kopit’s The Day the Whores Came Out to Play Tennis, and Sam 
Shepard’s Geography of a Horse Dreamer. Some realist male-cast 
plays of the same period derive their discourse coherence from 
men who focus on the topic of women as objects, among them Lee 
Falk’s Eris and William Inge’s The Call (the latter foreshadows the 
trend toward woman as spoken-of subject). 

It is not until the late 1970s that male characters begin to evoke 
the absent woman more frequently as an individual, as anticipated 
in At the Club, rather than in strict adherence to gender codes. 
While they continue to position her in misogynistic roles, play- 
wrights also begin to introduce male characters who speak convinc- 
ingly of the absent woman in positive roles: through men’s words, 
she is depicted in a way that corresponds to Case’s description of 
this type of woman character—“independent, intelligent and even 
heroic” (1988, 6). 


If This Isn’t Love! Sidney Morris 
Sidney Morris’s If This Isn’t Love! is a striking example of the more 
recent representation of women in male-male dialogue, one that 


approximates a female subject position, albeit constructed from 
men’s talk. Furthermore, its three-act structure maps out this trans- 
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formational representation of women as each act occurs not only 
in a different setting (where the neoclassic unities of time, place, 
and action are maintained) but also in a different decade: “The 
Fearful Fifties,” “The Seeking Sixties,” and “The Succulent Seven- 
ties” (Morris 1982, 9, 43, 73).22 Hence, the movement from the first 
to the last act depicts the change in men’s images of women: from 
misogynistic roles to positive roles. By discarding absolute adher- 
ence to the unities, Morris structures a play that allows male char- 
acters to develop over time and thereby to alter the ways in which 
they speak about women—often, to reflect the shifting societal 
views toward women’s lives within the culture at large. 

Sidney Morris has been writing plays since the 1960s, at the 
beginning of the Off-Off-Broadway movement. Although his works 
are not widely known, Morris remains a popular, respected writer 
within the gay community. He is a “generational” playwright, so 
to speak, as revealed through his passionate emphasis on the links 
between gay history, gay liberation, and gay pride. If This Isn’t 
Love! in particular has enjoyed success countrywide on the gay 
theater circuit, perhaps for the audiences’ shared concern with the 
playwright’s passions. A pre-AIDS play, If This Isn’t Love! is the 
romantic story of a gay couple’s relationship over three decades: 
from their first private meeting, in which they “come out” to one 
another, to a celebration on Gay Pride Day of their twenty-year 
commitment. Adam and Eric’s relationship is profoundly shaped 
by the degree of female presence in their lives. The key women for 
the men are Adam’s Jewish mother and his alleged girlfriends; 
Eric’s Irish Catholic mother; his sister, Ana; and his “girlfriend” 
Catherine. In the spirit of Gerstenberg’s Prentice, each of Morris’s 
men embodies a “female” presence as a counterposition to the 
other man’s “male” authority (this occurs less, however, as the play 
progresses, which is to say, as the men mature). Often, this embodi- 
ment acknowledges the depth of psychological, societal impact that 
a particular absent woman has had on the life of one of the men. 
Unlike Gerstenberg’s Prentice, however, Morris’s men initially ap- 
propriate the voice of the Other, of the absent woman, as a way to 
come to accept their own “other” voices. This occurs not as an 
effort to unite with her or to complement her, but rather as a device 
by which they can learn from her as well as separate from her. Eric, 
in particular, becomes like the absent woman (or, rather, he mimics 
his fantasy of her), acknowledging her impact on his development 
and bestowing upon her, paradoxically, more power to be herself 
through his eventual separation from her. Hence, otherness exists 
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in various forms in the play: the Other (coded as female) is “pres- 
ent” through Eric’s expressed wish to be the Other; and the “other” 
(coded as unmasculine) is present through the gay men, Eric and 
Adam. 

The unusual historical sweep of If This Isn’t Love! (unique in 
the male-cast canon)?’ captures two critical phenomena: first, a vi- 
sion of woman as subject, a direct response to contemporary femi- 
nism; and second, a more complete depiction of the evolution of 
the absent woman from Virgin/Goddess, Bitch, and Vamp, to Hero. 
Although act 1 takes place in the 1950s, the men speak about 
women in each of these roles. For this reason the discourse coher- 
ence of act 1 is, in fact, a microcosm of the entire play’s depiction 
of the absent woman. An examination of the first act, therefore, 
establishes the pattern Morris relies upon in constructing dialogue 
in the play’s remaining acts. 

In act 1, Morris captures the dynamics of a coded, social dia- 
logue in which some gay men might engage as they seek out the 
company of other gays. Morris identifies this language as part of a 
pre-Stonewall, pre-gay-liberation social milieu—one that sounds 
sweetly innocent, yet slightly desperate. It is certainly not, in its 
tentativeness and evasiveness, the language of youth who are com- 
ing of age during the 1990s in the radical gay movements of ACT- 
UP and Queer Nation. In Morris’s text, eighteen-year-old Adam 
invites his classmate, Eric, over to his Lower East Side apartment 
in Manhattan to tutor him in their night high school English course. 
The boys plan to study vocabulary lists for school. The boys are 
also together to struggle to identify a common vocabulary—a lan- 
guage—that will allow them to speak truthfully to one another, to 
name their sexual identities through words. 

Adam’s immediate reason for inviting Eric to study is to tell 
the young man of his infatuation with him—after he has confirmed 
that Eric is indeed gay. Eric, unbeknown to Adam, has the same 
intention. Thus, act 1 is filled with layers of innuendoes that take 
on, in language, an attack and retreat quality as the traditional 
notions of masculinity are played out or talked out, even though 
they are undermined by the boys’ erotic desires. For this reason, 
there is a slight shift in the conventional definition of social dia- 
logue as these men engage each other; each one is conscious of his 
desire to speak personally as he perpetuates the social dialogue. 

Since this is the first play in this study to feature minority 
characters, a few observations are immediately relevant. It is criti- 
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cal to acknowledge that, in general, the semiotic priorities that hold 
true for white straight characters also hold true for dialogue be- 
tween gays or straight men of color. The specificity of diverse fea- 
tures that define individual characters (such as sexual orientation, 
race, or religion) does not immediately alter the dynamics of men’s 
talk; nor does the context within which they converse, unless they 
are in an institutional setting. Regardless of the extent of their de- 
sire for self-disclosing dialogue, male characters still adhere to a 
general pattern of topic selection, whereby they first engage social 
and then personal dialogue; usually some form of verbal or physi- 
cal violence separates the two dialogues. Within this semiotic and 
thematic schema, gay men among themselves, African American 
men among themselves, or straight white men among themselves, 
for example, are not automatically dissimilar groups—all are men 
united, initially, in a presumably undifferentiated subjectivity. All 
are subject to the semiotic of maleness. 

Consider, for example, Adam’s topical tactics during social dia- 
logue with Eric. Early on in their conversation, Adam alludes to 
homosexual lore and icons (such as Tchaikovsky, Walt Whitman, 
Tennessee Williams, and Milton Berle) and exaggerates (that is, 
“camps up”) his behavior as a way to elicit a possible telling re- 
sponse from Eric. Eric, on the other hand, evades reactions that 
would reveal a gay identity, let alone gay sensibility. Each is uncer- 
tain of the other’s sexual identity. Between men, such lack of 
knowledge heightens tension since neither can guarantee his role 
as subject and its accompanying conversational boundaries. Social 
dialogue, therefore, initially preserves their status as subjects. For 
each to perceive (possibly) the other as object is to create a strik- 
ingly different dynamic between males—one that obliterates the 
gender-coded criteria for the boundaries of proper male interaction 
that dominate the American masculine ethos. 

As their dialogue continues, Adam remains aggressive, alert, 
self-assured, and on the prowl; Eric is passive, sensitive, a bit fear- 
ful, and uncertain of Adam’s motivations in pursuing him so ag- 
gressively. After this pattern is established, a shift begins in their 
otherwise subject-to-subject relationship. Their identities become 
more encoded: Adam becomes a promiscuous male “butch” (a role 
he belies with his initially campy interaction), while Eric, the Eve 
of Adam’s story, becomes a shy, virginal “femme” (not unlike the 
Virgin in Case’s identification of women’s roles). Their social dia- 
logue evolves into a masculine/feminine model of behavior, one 
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that assumes the existence of an embodied, “encoded” female pres- 
ence within the male-male interaction. Such a model is distinct 
from the conventional same-sex model of male-cast plays, which 
assumes the absence of the female.?4 

However, absent mothers—and particularly Eric’s—initially 
motivate the men in their cat-and-mouse encounter of act 1. The 
authority of the absent woman is most obvious in Eric’s dialogue, 
as he perceives that his role is to be like his own mother. In act 2, 
however, Eric will actually express his awareness of his “Mom- 
like” behavioral pattern. Once he names it, he consciously works 
toward breaking it. 

To emphasize the ongoing presence of Eric’s mother in her 
son’s life, act 1 begins and ends with a phone call to his mother. The 
act is framed by the intrusion of the absent woman; like 
Hyacinth in Gerstenberg’s At the Club, she affects the immediate 
action through her telephone presence. Eric initially calls to tell his 
mother that he will be home late from Adam’s apartment. He later 
retracts that message, announcing to her that he will not be home 
that evening. Between these two phone calls Adam pursues cau- 
tious Eric, breaking down his tie to his mother.?5 That tie is clearly 
represented in Eric’s verbal exchange with Adam. Eric answers 
Adam as he anticipates his mother would answer, since she is the 
object model by which he understands male subjectivity. Eric sees 
himself not as subject in his interaction with Adam, but as object. 
He wants to be the object of Adam’s sexual desire and to be pursued 
as such. What better way, therefore, for this boy of the 1950s to 
understand his attraction to men than to subvert his own identity as 
a male subject (a not unfamiliar device in gay drama) in order to 
assume a “female” presence. This posturing is informed by his 
perceptions of the absent woman’s (heterosexual) identity, one who 
is sanctioned by society as the sole object of men’s desire. From his 
youthful, dualist perspective, becoming more “womanly” is the way 
to connect sexually with another man—the way to be homosexual. 
This appears also to be Morris’s vision of how many gays in the 
pre-Stonewall “Fearful Fifties” came to understand their sexuality. 

In the course of their social dialogue in act 1, Adam and Eric 
discuss their current jobs (Western Union messenger and secretary, 
respectively) and their dream jobs (wealthy actor and teacher). Eric 
refers to his mother with reverence, as Goddesslike; she stays at 
home and takes care of her developmentally disabled daughter, 
Ana. Eric works to support the home he shares with them; he takes 
on the role of the breadwinning father. Yet, as the impressionable 
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child that he is, Eric adopts his mother’s values with Adam. He 
goes so far as to refuse to borrow Adam’s copy of Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof because, as he unhesitatingly remarks, “It’s not the kind of 
book Pd want my mother to see” (20). 

Adam, on the other hand, adamantly refuses to talk about his 
mother, a Bitch-Witch. Instead, he brings up the topic of homosexu- 
ality, keeping his remarks impersonal: so-and-so famous person is 
gay; McCarthy is after Jews, blacks, and gays; gay men often marry 
to avoid coming out of the closet. Eric feigns ignorance of these 
issues yet lets slip one coded exception: “Maybe those [gay] guys 
get married because they think there are no other men in the world 
like them” (20). 

Noticing that Eric is more revealing when he speaks of absent 
women—a pattern in the play’s discourse coherence—Adam asks 
his new friend to talk more about Ana. Of course, Adam has a 
hidden agenda; all his replies lead back to gay life. He moves from 
Ana’s condition, for example, to doctors’ opinions about homo- 
sexuals. After each of Adam’s “gay” digressions, Eric resolutely 
returns the subject back to his sister. Determined, however, to leave 
no stone unturned in his quest to identify Eric’s sexuality, Adam 
announces that he does not want children. In a fleeting moment of 
self-disclosure, Adam openly rejects a major tenet of the masculine 
ethos; explicitly he will not procreate, implicitly not marry. His 
candidness remains a ruse, nonetheless, by which he hopes to force 
Eric to reveal his own relationship to conventional male codings. 
Still evasive, Eric “thinks” he would like kids, but he is not sure. 
“I hate sounding mysterious” (25), Eric concedes, his first hint that 
he may have some personal secret. 

A common sign, in male-cast drama, of a character’s (alleged) 
homosexuality is his hesitation to discuss a common topic of the 
social dialogue: the institution of heterosexual marriage and its at- 
tendant assumptions about child-rearing. The characters’ dancing 
around this issue—essentially the naming of one’s sexuality—be- 
comes the main dramatic tension in many straight and gay male- 
cast plays. However, when Adam hears hesitation in Eric’s talk 
about parenting, he responds boldly and provocatively, introducing 
the personal subject of their bodies. A straight character rarely 
speaks of, or deliberately exhibits, his body, because to do so is to 
risk homoerotic desire. Such a risk pushes the discourse from the 
social to the personal level of communication. 

After each complements the other on his “beautiful” and 
“handsome” body, Adam decides to “get into something comfort- 
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able” (25-26). Because Eric is nervous and intimidated by the ease 
with which Adam exhibits his body, and because his motivations 
for doing so still confuse Eric, Eric is anxious to perpetuate social 
dialogue. Adam, on the other hand, who has pursued personal 
interaction with moderate success, momentarily dispenses with 
words in favor of seductive body language. He allows his body to 
do his flirtatious talking for him as he “strips down to his shorts, 
revealing a compact body” (27). Then, in a gesture inspired by 
teasing cross-dressing, Adam puts on a “lovely, short, short robe,” 
discarding his work uniform (a sign not only of his class, but of his 
passable heterosexual identity in the dominant culture) in favor of 
a sign of his “other” self. This ceremonial redressing prompts 
Adam to associate a cultural stereotype that he hopes will signal 
more boldly his own gayness: “You ever hear—Milton Berle is 
gay? ...I never saw an actor put on so much drag.” 


Eric: Drag? 
Adam: Putting on women’s clothes. 
Eric: Drag! Sounds like a dirty word. Why use such a dirty 
word to talk about women? 
Adam: I have good legs! [Shows off his legs.] 
Eric: [Hushed.] Yes— 
(27) 


Adam relies upon layered meanings of social dialogue to be 
distinguished by his listener; each layer is coded with patriarchal 
meanings that are to be subverted, recoded with personal, homo- 
erotic, antipatriarchal significance. To decode the meaning, one 
must be aware not only of the social position of the female, but of 
the antipatriarchal significance of the subject’s appropriation of the 
woman’s position. This performative inversion of subject/object po- 
sitioning allows the male to embody—behaviorally as well as meta- 
phorically—the Other. By commenting upon and invoking the 
spirit and aesthetic of drag by “putting on” his revealing, feminine 
robe, Adam transgresses the boundaries of culturally acceptable 
male behavior. He displaces the function of the absent woman by 
redefining subject-object relations: Adam appropriates the absent 
woman’s sociosexual role as object of male desire to claim his 
otherness yet he remains a subject by virtue of being a male first, 
and gay second. He will always be likened to the female as Other 
in his nontraditional male or gay otherness, but he will never be 
female because he is still a male subject. This is a transgressive act 
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that Adam implicitly invites Eric to share. Eric still does not under- 
stand how to decode Adam’s efforts, but Adam escalates the sexual 
tension between the two men, a tension that Eric and Adam have 
yet to decode together and to face honestly in their dialogue. 

The conversational topic and the exhibition of the male body 
are catalysts for what now occurs. These stimuli provoke two cy- 
cles of interaction, each with the following pattern: first the men 
evoke absent women in social dialogue, then a “violent” dynamic 
erupts in their talk, stimulating a metalinguistic exchange, which 
ends by a reference to an absent woman. The cycle stops only 
when a character breaks through two codes: the code of socially 
acceptable (i.e., heterosexual) male behavior; and its antecedent, a 
kind of anticode that supports gay behavior and choice but ob- 
scures self-disclosure. Such a breakthrough occurs only if a charac- 
ter takes the risk to utter personal truths, truths he knows may be 
rejected by a (potentially homophobic) listener. 

Dressed in his revealing robe, Adam volunteers to take Eric to 
Greenwich Village some Saturday night where he can see “all the 
gay guys” (28). Personalizing his remarks by suggesting that Eric 
may harbor unspoken desires—the “I” will guide “you” offer— 
Adam sets off the first cycle of evasive communication: Eric retreats 
from the offer by bringing up another absent woman, his girlfriend 
Catherine. Adam responds in kind, referring to all the girls in the 
theater whom he dates. Frustrated by the introduction of these new 
absent women and the assumption that each man has been intimate 
with them, both start to yell at one another. Escaping into his anti- 
code, Adam explodes: “You won’t drop one lousy hairpin. Damn 
it! Maybe you don’t have any hairpins to drop.” Eric angrily re- 
sponds that he will leave if Adam continues “to talk in code” (30). 

In many straight plays, this might well have been the moment 
when fists start swinging. But, like some of Mamet’s men, Morris’s 
characters respond to potential violence by discussing their need 
to talk and their impression of the act of talking. They slip momen- 
tarily into a metalinguistic exchange. Unlike Mamet’s characters, 
however, Morris’s men eventually break through that impasse to 
engage personal dialogue: 


Adam: All words have two meanings for me. 

Eric: | How do you ever believe what anyone ever tells you? 

Adam: Tell me something upfront—about you, about me, and 
see if I believe you!... 

Eric: | I don’t know what you want from me!... All night 
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you’ve been asking funny questions—putting down— 
hinting at— 
(31) 


The initial conversational cycle ends as the boys complete their 
talk about talk only to return to the familiar but now problematic 
topic of the absent woman. Their metalinguistic interaction, none- 
theless, is primed to repeat itself. 

Anxious to break this cycle, Adam reintroduces a general but 
personal topic, one less confrontational than his invitation to take 
Eric on a tour of gay New York: “You don’t understand from love, 
and you don’t understand from hate. What about sex?” (33). Eric 
still hears Adam’s “funny questions” as a threatening affront (31). 
Recalling Eric’s ease when discussing absent women, Adam spurs 
Eric on to talk about his sexual activity with Catherine. Eric does 
so, braggingly, but his remarks regress into hostility. He shouts at 
Adam to confess his own relations with absent women: “What girl 
did you screw last? How many times did you shoot?... Did it make 
you feel like a real man?” (34). This fleeting verbal assault, followed 
by Adam’s grabbing Eric to keep him from leaving, combine as the 
“violent” instant that gives way to this second cycle’s metalinguis- 
tic moment. “Talk to me!” Adam demands. “Don’t go away mad!” 
(35). The cycle ends as Eric takes the risk to respond frankly to 
Adam’s call for personal dialogue. He relinquishes control to his 
listener, control over their verbal interaction: Adam is now in the 
position to accept or reject Eric’s personal dialogue; his response 
will either initiate further personal dialogue or insist upon a return 
to social dialogue. 

Eric refuses to speak in or tolerate code, and his subsequent 
personal speech is pivotal in act 1 for both structure and content. 
Structurally, it signals the swiftly approaching conclusion to the 
men’s conversation, because such self-disclosure was the driving 
force behind the men’s immediate interaction. The men break 
through the barrier of absent women as topic to engage another 
level of discourse coherence. In respect to the content, Eric now 
articulates directly his “otherness,” that which he was reluctant to 
do from the moment the men began to interact. “You questioned— 
if I was a man!” Eric asserts, “You wanted to know if I was a 
homosexual! ...(Shouting.) Well, I don’t give a fuck if you do 
know! So there!” (35). Here, Eric names himself a gay man, the 
embodiment of the antithesis of the masculine ethos. Eric does not 
register, however, Adam’s now direct response, “I’m on your side!” 
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(36). Instead, Eric opens a floodgate of private confessions about his 
virginal life as a gay male. He is hypersensitive to others’ knowl- 
edge of his sexuality because he anticipates persecution from a 
homophobic culture. He is never more vulnerable to that rejection 
than when he blurts out to Adam, “I love you....[But you're] 
someone who can’t love me back!” (38). It is an astoundingly direct 
admission even for a naive and, yes, repressed young man. Eric has 
been so misled by Adam’s anticode that he heard not a disguised 
invitation to solidarity and community with another gay male, but 
debasement and gay-baiting. Coded language has kept Adam from 
personal disclosure. 

Eric’s admission prompts Adam to abandon language to convey 
his feelings. He does not want any additional misinterpretation of 
his intentions. Consequently, the two men immediately embrace 
and kiss passionately. They dispense with verbal language in favor 
of body talk. Once nonviolent contact between bodies occurs, the 
dynamics of the men’s interaction alters drastically. Often, men can 
trust their relationship with other men only after they are con- 
vinced of the boundaries of their relationship, specifically, whether 
they are defined homosocially or homoerotically.26 When the socie- 
tal barriers imposed upon the male body are transgressed and the 
boundaries of the body redefined and particularized (that is, when 
a man clearly acknowledges his body’s relationship to its own 
erotic desires), male characters, regardless of their sexual orienta- 
tion, usually ease into personal dialogue. 

For Adam and Eric, the erotic connection of their bodies initi- 
ates their deeply desired trust in one another. This trust persuades 
them to reengage language, now as an extension of their intimacy 
rather than as a weapon of their denial. Their personal dialogue, 
therefore, is filled with swift confessions about their past histories. 
Each man is eager to share confidential details about himself, de- 
tails he has desperately wanted to release from the beginning of 
their conversation. This outpouring of pressing demons serves to 
get the facts about one’s self out as quickly as possible, so that each 
enters the relationship with fuller knowledge of the other person. 
Love, for Morris’s characters, is based upon individuals’ trust in 
and regard for the truthfulness of mutual self-disclosures. 

Amid the joy of the men’s amorous bonding, act 1 concludes 
with a dramatic return to the broadening influence of the absent 
woman. In relationship to one another, each man takes on the role 
of the “other,” a kind of metaphoric, drag rendition of the roles 
assigned to the absent woman. Eric is the male Virgin/Goddess, an 
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eager object at this point, ready to embrace a misogynistic role 
available to him within the alternative ethos of his marginal cul- 
ture. Adam is the renegade, the male Vamp who not only sleeps 
around, but who also is on probation for his disregard of patriarchal 
law (it turns out that he is the victim of police entrapment for 
sodomy).?” Despite his “anger and humiliation” at this affront to 
his personal identity (40), Adam remains not only the subject of his 
own actions, but the object of desire for other gay men. 

Eric and Adam are unconscious of the extent to which they 
embody roles in relation to one another that are similar to the roles 
they accord absent women. Eric, a Virgin/Goddess, thinks of his 
mother as a Goddess; Adam, a “traitor” Vamp, sees his mother as 
a Bitch, the one who does not adhere to the strictures of passive 
motherhood within patriarchal culture—after all, he claims, he is 
free to be himself only because she “kicked [him] out of her house” 
because she “couldn’t stand” having a gay son (42). More than a 
hint of misogyny underlies Adam’s remarks; he also links himself 
to her outsider status as Other. Each man initially meets the other 
in a manner informed by his identification with his mother. Act 1 
dramatizes the profound influence of this symbiotic connection be- 
tween a man and an absent woman, here between some gay sons 
and their mothers. It also highlights the ways in which a man 
begins to differentiate his own identity from that of the absent 
woman, and to reassess her influence on his self-development. 

Act 1 ends with Eric taking the first crucial step to separate 
from the absent woman. He calls to tell his mother that he will not 
be returning to her house that night, but instead will stay at Adam’s 
home. Like Gerstenberg’s Prentice, he is willing to risk becoming a 
traitor to his Goddess mother and to patriarchal culture (as Adam 
reminds the young man, “What we do here—you can go to jail for 
it” [42]). Eric’s final words of the act—“I won’t be coming home 
tonight!”—signal not only the initial differentiation between the 
absent woman and her son, but also the possibility for other 
homes—homes created between men—as alternatives to homes in 
accord with the masculine ethos. 

While the construction of home is a principal theme in the 
personal dialogue of men throughout the male-cast canon, it be- 
comes a particularly vivid, engrossing focus when it surfaces in the 
personal dialogue of gay characters who are a “family.” Acts 2 and 
3 of If This Isn’t Love! dramatize the conflicts that arise as two men 
establish their home together—but two men whose sense of relating 
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to one another is still deeply influenced by the heterosexual Adam- 
and-Eve model. Adam is the husband and Eric his wife (51, 60). 
Their standard of conversation remains personal dialogue as “[t]hey 
chatter away at one another—a typical long-married couple” (43).28 
Imagined by the men in positive roles, absent women nonetheless 
continue to inform the topics of the lovers’ conversations and the 
dynamics of their intimacies. Since the conversations in the re- 
maining acts are no longer restricted, it is unnecessary to analyze 
their dialogue for shifting semiotic dynamics of discourse coher- 
ence. However, it is useful to note how the image of the absent 
woman shifts from misogynistic roles to positive ones. 

In act 2, which occurs during the 1960s, Eric has transformed 
from a man who used to “identify with a certain kind of a woman” 
(the Virgin/Goddess type) to a man who emulates the liberated 
woman—like his mother and Betty Friedan—who rejects the “play- 
ing out of stupid roles” (66). As in act 1, Eric models his behavior 
toward another man after absent women, whom he now images as 
independent persons who resist gender codings. Adam, on the 
other hand, “never identified with women,” which explains his 
adherence to rigid gender-coded roles that have come to character- 
ize his relationship with Eric. The men’s relationship is tense and 
uncomfortable at the end of act 2, as each now operates under a 
different code in his gendered identity. 

Morris frames act 3 with the “presence” of the men’s absent 
mothers. It is Gay Pride Day in the 1970s: Adam is a successful, 
closeted actor; Eric, a gay and feminist advocate who, nonetheless, 
is still closeted at the school where he teaches. The men’s 
unresolved relationships with their mothers are the final factor 
keeping them from fully accepting their identities as gay men. For 
Adam, all women still embody misogynistic roles and are homo- 
phobic; this is how he judges his deceased mother, the “Bitch” 
Bessie. Therefore, Adam persistently identifies his idea of manhood 
from a gender-coded, misogynist’s position. Underlying his strin- 
gent perspective is, of course, his own homophobia. Eric remains 
proud of his mother’s achievements, but he still is unable to accept 
that her confident openness in her self-identity is a true model for 
the liberation and declaration of his own identity. 

The act begins with Adam reading a letter from Bessie, her 
ethical will; it was written a year earlier, and she has since died. 
The sheer power of the dead woman’s words compel Adam to 
transform his image of her. Her words also force Adam to confront 
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his own buried truths: “I wasn’t a good mother,” she writes, “but 
you were not a good son....I mean the lie you told yourself....1 
kicked you out of the house.... All I said was try to change from 
loving boys. I never said I didn’t want you any more if you didn’t 
change” (85). Bessie reconstructs herself through language into a 
positive role—as a loving, independent thinking and feeling per- 
son. Her language frees Adam to accept his own truths. Admitting 
her complexities and willing to accept herself and Adam as they 
are, Bessie invites her son to do the same. At the close of act 3, 
Adam rises to the challenge so boldly written by the absent woman. 

The play ends with a surprise that Eric has for Adam. As the 
two men watch the Gay Pride parade from their balcony, Eric 
points out his mother, who is marching behind the “Parents of 
Gays” banner. As the two men shout out their names to her on the 
streets below, they proclaim publicly their own identities. Encour- 
aged by her model, the men, too, find the strength to claim their 
own names—to claim their independence. It is pivotal that the 
woman’s offstage, political “presence’—and the men’s desire to 
connect with her—validate the lives of the onstage male characters. 
Through their evocation of the independent, heroic woman and her 
public actions, the men hint at their own increasingly heroic stat- 
ure. They come to understand, through the absent woman, the 
urgency of their own personal drive toward self-acceptance and 
self-definition. In doing so, they also solidify their relationship as 
family for one another: a family defined in unconventional terms, 
but a paradigm nonetheless. 

It is striking that within this specialized subgenre of male-cast 
plays, twentieth-century playwrights have increasingly created 
male characters who represent offstage women’s lives as dynamic, 
changing entities. This is true of plays written both before and after 
the emergence of contemporary feminism. Yet male characters, in 
general, have become increasingly static in their behavior, percep- 
tions, and activity—particularly in their (in)ability to respond to 
female dynamism. Eric and Adam are exceptions to this trend, as 
was Gerstenberg’s Prentice nearly sixty years earlier. Male charac- 
ters, in other words, have become increasingly dependent upon 
their response to (and representation of) the more organically con- 
ceived female identity as they engage the task of shaping their own 
male identities—their own subjectivities and masculinities. This 
dramaturgical feature is certainly linked to the material absence of 
women from the all-male setting: in plays written after the rise of 
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contemporary feminism, men usually make woman less of a stereo- 
type (an Other) and more of a symbol of change, a subject. In her 
place, male characters increasingly position “other” men as objects 
in their talk exchanges. 
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Silence, Violence, and the Drama of Abuse 


Male characters among themselves initially speak about the self 
through topics outside the self. From premodern to contemporary 
and postmodern playwriting, from Gerstenberg’s At the Club to 
Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross, American realist male-cast plays 
foreground topics defined by American male mythologies and ab- 
sent women. As chapter 1 illustrates, male characters communicate 
successfully on these topics; that is, they connect to each other 
through cooperative talk exchanges. As culturally coded American 
men, they relate information about themselves through relatively 
impersonal means, by speaking about their “masculine” activities 
and about their relationships with offstage women. This strategy 
bonds the men socially but keeps them personally apart in their 
gender-role placement, coded expectations, and accomplishments. 
Such placement within our patriarchal society serves to distinguish 
men’s from women’s lives. Such expectations pressure men to suc- 
ceed within a competitive, goal-oriented culture. And finally, such 
accomplishments indicate men’s need to maintain a socially ac- 
ceptable context within which to identify themselves, even if it 
misrepresents or opposes their actual achievements and desires. 

In pointed contrast to the plays analyzed in the previous chap- 
ter, this section focuses on male-cast plays in which characters 
either have difficulty connecting and creating a text or have come 
to rely upon verbal or physical abuse as their text. Either way, these 
plays, to varying degrees, present male characters whose communi- 
cation is essentially imbalanced, disconnected, uncooperative. 
Their dialogue is disordered, as abusive talk or disruptive behavior 
interfers with their exchange. 

I will be focusing on three plays as paradigmatic of this com- 
municative breakdown: Eugene O’Neill’s Hughie, Amiri Baraka’s 
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(formerly LeRoi Jones) The Toilet, and Edward Albee’s The Zoo 
Story.’ It is significant that all three dramatize instances of male- 
male interaction that dismiss masculine mythologies and women 
as suitable themes for sustained conversation. However, no other 
agreeable themes surface to be shared, a fact reflected in the plays’ 
discourse coherence. Either the discourse coherence advances 
within monologues (rather than in talk exchanges) or it is altogether 
absent, replaced by a pseudotext of verbal or physical violence or 
both. The structures of the plays realize distinct manifestations of 
uncooperative communication among men. Furthermore, these 
texts are striking examples of a phenomenon that haunts the canon: 
male violence. 

Exemplified by Hughie and The Zoo Story, the naturalist play 
that dramatizes men’s uncooperative communication is typically 
cast with two characters who are strangers to one another.” The 
greater the number of men (strangers or not) who are present on 
stage, the more likely it is that they will communicate coopera- 
tively. They will do so, however, by limiting their interaction to 
impersonal dialogue. Conversely, when two men are alone with 
one another, their interaction seldom remains on the level of social 
dialogue. Perhaps the immediacy and potential intimacy of onstage 
one-to-one confrontations heightens, challenges, and exposes the 
limitations of a character’s allegiance to the masculine ethos. Often 
the artificial, impersonal patter that characterizes social dialogue 
becomes more conspicuous in two-character interaction. Characters 
sense their vulnerability to its posturing and usually become self- 
conscious of their behavior. As a result, two men who are engaged 
in sustained talk often progress through social dialogue to other 
levels of interaction, generally characterized at first by the tensions 
of uncooperative communication. 

Most of the plays that are paradigms of males’ uncooperative 
communication are one-acts: the brief, unepisodic time frame lends 
itself especially well to capsulizing such stasis. These specialized 
one-act male-cast plays follow a similar progression in charting the 
dynamic of men’s uncooperative communication on verbal and 
nonverbal levels, as I will briefly summarize. 

Initially, a speaker offers his past, present, or future associa- 
tions to the male ethos as topics of conversation. These topics share 
the central themes of the American masculine mythologies and 
absent women. The men’s social dialogue, however, cannot sustain 
a series of shared messages. Their talk exchange is limited to a 
question and answer or observation and comment format that does 
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not develop into an agreeable topic. Eventually, the central speaker 
makes his intentions more obvious (e.g., to give or to get informa- 
tion, to entertain, to gesture socially, to solve problems, or to relate 
feelings); his possible intentions become clearer at least to the spec- 
tator, if not immediately to the listener or to the speaker himself. 
This clarity occurs as the speaker selects more self-disclosing top- 
ics, thereby indicating his willingness to assume personal responsi- 
bility for their communicative interaction. Regardless of the lis- 
tener’s response, the speaker usually undermines the context (i.e., 
the circumstances under which the men are conversing and their 
relationship to one another) and the accuracy of any of his presup- 
positions. Determined to maintain at least the illusion of shared 
personal dialogue, the speaker then often engages in extended 
monologues. 

During this process, the listener is not affected by the inten- 
tions behind the speaker’s self-disclosures, since they are either 
impolite, are of no interest, or remain unclear. As the speaker’s 
personal dialogue increases, the listener becomes more silent. Usu- 
ally, the listener does not want to share in the speaker’s topic, yet 
he is subjected to it simply by remaining in the speaker’s presence. 
It can be argued that, more often than not, the listener’s sustained 
silence in a male-cast play is intended as an abusive, even some- 
what “violent” response to the other man’s personal dialogue. Such 
a listener relinquishes any responsibility to share in the creation 
of a culturally or personally defined text. His lack of cooperation 
is an aggressive response against interpersonal communication. 
This dynamic can be overcome only through the listener’s reen- 
gagement of dialogue with the speaker or by a participant’s depar- 
ture from their shared space. 

In effect, the speaker and listener resolve their communication 
imbalance through the creation or obliteration of a text. If the men 
create a text, one of the characters reintroduces a previously dis- 
cussed theme (i.e., masculine mythologies or absent women) within 
which agreeable topics surface. Resuming social dialogue, the char- 
acters assume a kind of responsibility for one another as they con- 
nect as Men. By dramatizing this level of communicative dynamics 
as its resolution, Hughie concludes similarly to Glengarry Glen 
Ross. 

On the other hand, men create an alternative context if one or 
more of the males terminates, or perhaps sustains, their noncom- 
municative state through abusive, violent verbal behavior that over- 
whelms any possibility of regularity, reciprocity, and cooperation 
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in creating a text. As in The Toilet, some men choose an uncoop- 
erative dialogue that is intended to be violent and noncommunica- 
tive. 

If the men fail to create a text, some form of violent, nonverbal 
physical behavior is expressed by the speaker or listener or both. 
This action effectively precludes any possible verbal communica- 
tion between them. Consequently, the men fail to accept either 
social or personal responsibility for one another since their circum- 
stances make it impossible for them to create a shared text. This 
process is manifested in The Zoo Story and The Toilet. 


Hughie, Eugene O’Neill 


Written in 1940, Hughie is the first critically acclaimed American 
male-cast play that utilizes uncooperative communication as its 
source of dramatic form and content. Ruby Cohn claims that 
Hughie is also the only unqualified masterpiece among O’Neill’s 
forty-six published plays (67). In its pervasive use of silence, 
Hughie is atypical for a male-cast play in American drama. Very 
few such plays represent, let alone sustain, silence.* Silence creates 
too threatening a dramatic space for American males to negotiate; 
they would rather talk or fight among themselves than experience 
silence. 

From the spectator’s perspective, Hughie is a classic example 
of American realism. Set in the lobby of a third-class, New York 
hotel in 1928, Hughie is faithful to the neoclassical unities of time, 
place, and action. Erie Smith, a hotel resident, is a small-fry gam- 
bler and horse player. He has now sobered up after a several days’ 
drunk following the burial of his friend and the hotel’s former desk 
clerk, Hughie. It’s 3:00 a.m. as Erie comes upon Charlie Hughes, the 
new night clerk. 

The tension between the two men is obvious: Erie tries desper- 
ately to engage Charlie in conversation while the desk clerk wants 
only to “sit down and listen to the noises in the street and think 
about nothing” (O’Neill 1967, 267),4 not an unreasonable wish, 
considering the late hour. Nonetheless, one man wants to talk, to 
be heard, to connect; the other wants to be isolated with his 
thoughts. 

In structure, Hughie is two distinct plays, one the verbal, exter- 
nal, realist text, the other the nonverbal, interior monologue. The 
realist play is manifest in the speakers’ onstage dialogue; the inte- 
rior monologue—a “psychological” text—surfaces in O’Neill’s rich, 
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descriptive stage directions, which reveal the characters’ thoughts.5 
As the roles of speaker and listener become defined and consistent 
in the audible script, the texts of the two plays take on distinct 
characteristics. 

In the realist text, Erie, “a teller of tales” (261), tries to engage 
Charlie in topics related to the masculine ethos. Failing to do so, 
he eventually monopolizes the stage through stream-of-conscious- 
ness monologues. The discourse coherence of these monologues 
mirrors the progression of topics typical of male-cast plays. Charlie, 
a passive listener in the realist play, experiences himself as the 
active speaker in a stream-of-consciousness interior monologue. To 
the spectator, the realist play exists because he or she can hear 
Erie’s words; Charlie’s psychological drama is much less evident. 
Without consulting a script, few would be aware of the extent to 
which O’Neill provides an onstage inner life for Charlie, including 
actual (or “mental”) dialogue that is never spoken. Because of their 
intricate relationship to one another, each text must be analyzed 
in conjunction with the other, as well as independently, if the 
dynamics of communication are to be revealed fully. Each text 
simultaneously affects the form as well as the content, or discourse 
coherence, of the other. 

Erie’s conversational hook is man-to-man talk on topics se- 
lected from the American masculine ethos: jobs (gambling, horse 
racing, clerking), women or “dolls,” marriage, and children. Refus- 
ing to pick up on these topics, Charlie eventually punctuates Erie’s 
“expectant silence[s]” (270) with a token “yes” or “no.” When he 
gives an answer at greater length, he “wonders sadly why he took 
the trouble to make it” (268). Charlie has “[llong experience with 
guests who stop at his desk in the small hours to talk about them- 
selves [which] has given him a foolproof technique of self-defense. 
He appears to listen with agreeable submissiveness and be im- 
pressed, but his mind is blank and he doesn’t hear unless a direct 
question is put to him, and sometimes not even then” (266). Charlie 
“wishes [Erie] would stop talking” (267), since he knows that social 
dialogue leads into the dreaded verbal onslaught, “The Guest’s 
Story of His Life” (269). Charlie retreats further into the noncom- 
municative privacy of his interior monologue as Erie attempts to 
advance their dialogue in the realist text. 

Charlie’s silence is the most influential element of structure in 
Hughie. Leslie Kane suggests that “[s]ilence, like speech, is interre- 
lational and manipulative. Nonparticipation in the speech act does 
not constitute nonparticipation in the social act” (20). Yet, in its 
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intentions and effect, Charlie’s unwillingness to communicate is 
also an obstruction to interaction, a rejection of one-to-one verbal 
involvement and its responsibilities. The clerk, nevertheless, still 
exercises a range of powers. By denying Erie the power to stimulate 
conversation, Charlie frees himself to interact with a third pres- 
ence—the offstage sounds of night. Stimulated by realistic clang- 
ings, roarings, and wailings, Charlie imagines that he is banging 
garbage cans, riding in ambulances and fire engines, questioning 
doctors and firemen. Perceiving interaction with Erie as limited, 
Charlie prefers the options available in his mind. Like Erie, Charlie 
wants some type of power, but he chooses not to discover it 
through immediate one-to-one dialogue. 

As the fleeting moments of cooperative communication be- 
tween the two men diminish, Erie becomes more aggrieved at their 
inability to sustain social dialogue. Time and again, Erie waits to 
no avail for the Night Clerk’s approval after his stories of women 
or race horses. As both men become more certain of the limits of 
their interaction, they also become more engulfed in isolated roles 
within the realist text. Each also becomes firmer in his intentions, 
dooming their communicative relationship. 

O’Neill relies upon physical movement in the realist play to 
foreshadow shifts in the dialogue’s topics. Resigned to the limita- 
tions of their social dialogue, Erie turns to leave the lobby to go to 
his room. But knowing that he will “just lie there worrying” in bed 
about his string of bad luck (272), he returns to the clerk’s desk. 
Trying a different approach with Charlie and being more respon- 
sive to his own lingering grief over the death of Hughie, Erie now 
introduces a more “confidential” topic—the private life of the ab- 
sent Hughie. Throughout the play, Erie responds to his own move- 
ment back toward the desk as an impetus to advance the discourse 
coherence away from the social to the more personal. He initiates 
this progression despite Charlie’s increasing lack of interest. 

Back at the lobby desk, Erie speaks of his dead friend, Hughie. 
Erie’s progression toward self-disclosure at this point is in line with 
the discourse coherence in other male-cast plays. “I’m still carrying 
the torch for Hughie,” he admits, “I guess I’d got to like him a lot” 
(273). Erie intends to speak about him whether Charlie listens or 
not. He is direct and only a bit selfish in insisting that tales from 
Hughie’s social and personal life be his sole conversational topic. 
As his monologues lengthen, however, Erie loses his commitment 
to cooperative interchange. Unwilling to further pursue shared dia- 
logue with the unresponsive Charlie, Erie becomes as disconnected 
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from his listener as the listener has been from him. Charlie’s si- 
lences, which stifle communicative interaction, liberate Erie’s per- 
sonal monologues. One man feels freer to speak intimately knowing 
that the other man is not listening. 

Just as the men in Glengarry Glen Ross, At the Club, and If 
This Isn’t Love! reveal much about themselves through their com- 
ments on absent women, so Erie discloses private sides of himself 
through his tales of the absent Hughie. Erie’s recollections reveal 
foremost the contrasting roles the two men assumed in one an- 
other’s company. Since Hughie was a “sucker” who “didn’t run in 
[Erie’s] class,” Erie wants no “misunderstanding” about the nature 
of their relationship (273). For instance, upon realizing that quiet, 
unassuming Hughie would believe anything, Erie manipulated him 
by adopting the metatheatrics of patriarchal authority figures: Erie 
was the father to Hughie’s son, a “Wise Guy” to his “dumb, simple 
guy” (276), an aficionado to his novice, an Uncle Ben to his Willy 
Loman. Assuming the role of the worldly man, Erie gladly initiated 
Hughie through masculine rites of cheap women, gambling, and the 
excitement of the racetrack. Such rituals served to validate Erie’s 
own existence as well as to demonstrate his power to affect another 
man’s life, to “restructure Hughie” as “each man modified the 
other’s identity” (S. Smith 176). In the tone of his recollections, 
Erie conveys a still fresh sense of the usefulness, confidence, adora- 
tion, and virility he felt in Hughie’s company. As Erie says to 
Charlie, “Hughie was as big a dope as you until I give him some 
interest in life” (280). But Charlie chooses not to make such con- 
nections. He is not listening to Erie. 

Although he fails to involve Charlie with tales of his influence 
over Hughie, Erie is “well wound up now and goes on without 
noticing that the Night Clerk’s mind has left the premises in his 
sole custody” (277). Forfeiting any social responsibility to create a 
text with Charlie, Erie has commited to a monologue whose dis- 
course coherence fixes on the subject of Hughie. As Erie’s mono- 
logues begin to dominate the stage’s verbal action in parallel to 
Charlie’s interior monologues, Erie’s narrative becomes more inti- 
mate. He is now at liberty to say anything he wants without fear 
of being judged. What becomes clearer to the spectator, however, 
is that Erie casts Hughie and himself in the roles of quasi lovers. 

While nothing in the text indicates that Hughie and Erie were 
sexually attracted to one another, there is evidence that the two 
men courted one another’s friendship in a manner associated with 
romance. Referring to their initial encounters, Erie notes that 
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Hughie “wouldn’t open up...like he couldn’t think of nothin’ 
about himself worth saying” (278). Yet, relentlessly pursuing him 
with his nightly visits and stories, Erie succeeded in breaking down 
the clerk’s defenses. As Erie remarks, the clerk “got friendly and 
talked” about his childhood, hometown, jobs, marriage, wife, chil- 
dren, and “Old Man Success.” Infatuated with Erie and his un- 
bridled machismo, Hughie invited Erie home for dinner, as if on a 
first date, to meet the family. But the gambler failed to win over 
Hughie’s strict, narrow-minded wife, Irma, who “tagged [him] for 
a bum” and a “bad influence.” “I coulda liked her—a little,” Erie 
says, “if she’d give me a chance” (279, 280). 

As outcasts from Hughie’s home, the two men created an alter- 
native sanctuary around the lobby desk—away from the absent 
woman and outside of, or rather “within the structural context of 
triangular, heterosexual desire” (Sedgwick 1985, 16). Erie offered 
an appealingly vital, male companionship to Hughie that was 
distinct from his resigned relationship with Irma. From Erie’s per- 
spective, the two men were satisfied to bond, often clandestinely, 
without female approval. For Erie, the hotel lobby and Hughie’s 
presence behind the desk constituted home, despite any women’s 
efforts to discredit it. In essence, the gambler’s sadness is over the 
death of his beloved friend-companion-family and the loss of their 
home. 

Just as Erie perceived Irma’s disapproval of a “home” existing 
between Hughie and himself, so Erie anticipates Charlie’s resis- 
tance to forming a comparable arrangement between themselves. 
He becomes insecure, hurt, and depressed. His fond memories of 
home are wasted on Charlie. The hotel lobby becomes “a dead 
dump [and] about as homey as the Morgue” (282); Charlie is no 
substitute for Hughie. 

In terms of the play’s discourse coherence, a speaker’s willing- 
ness to be self-disclosing is connected to his perception of his own 
powerlessness as well as to the impact of a kind of “violence’— 
here in terms of a listener’s unrelenting silence—upon his con- 
sciousness. Erie acknowledges his powerlessness to shape a shared 
text when confronted with Charlie’s noncommunicative presence. 
He knows that his words fail to manipulate any change in the 
men’s relationship. He has been talking to himself. Only when Erie 
accepts that Charlie is not listening to him—that his words have 
no apparent power over this spectator—does he address himself 
more honestly. 

Male characters who engage personal dialogue are conscious 
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that, in doing so, they risk losing power. Ceasing to censor himself, 
Erie experiences a powerlessness that is a prelude to the most self- 
revealing moments in the realist text; he risks vulnerability only 
when he openly engages the traditionally unmasculine position. In 
Erie’s case, his powerlessness and, therefore, openness to self-dis- 
closure, is rendered not by alcohol, drugs, or threats of death, but 
rather by the passive “violence” of Charlie’s deliberately unrelent- 
ing silence. Erie is unaware that Charlie’s silence is not as inactive 
or lifeless as it appears. 

O’Neill has structured Erie’s final monologue in the realist text 
so that its climax coincides with a distinct, though parallel, climax 
in Charlie’s interior monologue. It is striking and ironic that these 
two moments cohere after a dramatization of the abuse inherent in 
men’s uncooperative communication. Paradoxically, in response to 
the climax in his respective text, each character momentarily em- 
braces in his text’s denouement the structure of the other man’s 
text, as we shall shortly see. In this effective twist of intertextuality, 
Erie hopelessly retreats into a quasi soliloquy (i.e., Erie assumes 
no one is listening as he verbalizes his “thoughts,” or an interior 
monologue), while Charlie eagerly pursues a verbal, realist text. 

Lonely Erie forgoes any storytelling in his final realist mono- 
logue. Acknowledging why he tells tales and how he has avoided 
loneliness in the past, Erie sees himself as a “dream guy,” a “ro- 
mantic” figure whose presence allowed the married clerk to experi- 
ence vicariously the excitement he associated with unrestrained 
virile masculinity. Exercising his power to create a hero for Hughie, 
Erie “gave him anything he cried for”: “The bigger I made myself, 
the more [Hughie] lapped it up” (283). As such, Erie constructed a 
heroic life for himself based on words alone. These words are the 
stuff not of “illusion” but of “fiction,” which is “born in the real,” 
and therefore possible (McKelly 18). Nonetheless, they are still 
words. 

Less self-defensive in the realist play, Erie is now vulnerable 
in the face of certain personal truths. He admits that his words are 
often “lies” and that his heroic deeds of late are limited to “running 
errands” for the “Big Shots” (283-84). He is, as O’Neill describes 
him, “living hand to mouth on the fringe of the rackets” (264). Yet, 
through self-disclosure, Erie confesses that all his heroic, illusion- 
ary tales “done [him] good, too, in a way”: “Sure. Pd get to seein’ 
myself like he seen me.... But what the hell, Hughie loved it, and 
it didn’t cost nobody nothin’, and if every guy along Broadway who 
kids himself was to drop dead there wouldn’t be nobody left. Ain’t 
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it the truth, Charlie?” (284). Truth has been the power of language 
to create illusion, to kid oneself and others. Yet, Erie, like the Wiz- 
ard of Oz, also has the curtain pulled back to reveal the source of 
his magic: he is an illusionist existing on words alone. Hoping that 
his confession will stimulate Charlie’s and his mutual survival 
through shared dialogue, Erie awaits some recognition of his can- 
didness. He knows from experience that without a shared text the 
power of language to create illusion or truth is strained, if not 
impossible. As one who thrives on communication, Erie cannot 
survive through sustained silence. He is now more vulnerable to 
Charlie than at any other point in their encounter. 

Simultaneously with Erie’s personal confessions, the night 
sounds peak in Charlie’s interior monologue. Charlie’s mind hops 
and rushes as the sounds outside the hotel multiply and spark a 
series of dramatic images (282). Such preoccupation is not dis- 
turbed by Erie’s plaintiveness. As a power play, Charlie ignores 
Erie in the realist text—and this indifference is what the spectator 
sees and hears throughout Hughie. While Charlie hears none of 
Erie’s confessions, his mind is saturated with sound and dialogue. 
The pervasive silence that Erie and the spectator witness in Charlie 
is not really one of stasis, numbness, or vacuousness: it is filled 
with vital dramatic and theatrical elements. The dynamics evident 
between Erie and Charlie during this heightened moment in the 
realist text—Erie’s obsessive, personal disclosures amid Charlie’s 
impenetrable, but internally alive, silence—epitomize the “vio- 
lence” against interpersonal communications that can occur be- 
tween individuals who fail to communicate cooperatively. Each 
man becomes so absorbed in his own text that he erases—he kills, 
if you will—the other. 

Erie’s final question (“Ain’t it the truth, Charlie?” [284]) initi- 
ates a series of climaxes and denouements. The first is an unex- 
pected, yet dramatically convenient, climax in Charlie’s interior 
monologue. Just as Erie builds to his question of truth, Charlie is 
unable to fasten his mind to a noise in the night because “a rare 
and threatening pause of silence has fallen on the city” (284). This 
interruption thrusts him, bewildered, into a new role in the realist 
text. He realizes that Erie “won't go to bed, he’s still talking, and 
there is no escape” (285). Faced with an abnormal absence of night 
sounds, Charlie can no longer escape involvement in real time and 
space with Erie. Fearing that “the night vaguely reminds him of 
death,” Charlie turns desperately to Erie’s life-embodying physical 
presence as he thinks to himself: “I should use him to help me live 
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through the night. What’s he been talking about? I must have 
caught some of it without meaning to.” 

It is ironic that Charlie now suffers from the silence to which 
he has subjected Erie. He is, however, oblivious to the demoralizing 
effect his silence has had upon Erie. Charlie’s tragedy is that he 
never connects his pain from silence with his “violent” silence 
toward Erie. This fact undercuts his climactic, “deferential” reply 
to Erie’s question: “Truth? I’m afraid I didn’t get—what’s the 
truth?” (285). The only truth apparent to Charlie is his need to use 
Erie to survive, a tact he repeatedly and consciously denies the 
other man until he, himself, is desperate. 

Charlie fools no one with his abrupt regard for the gambler’s 
thoughts. Having endured enough inattention, Erie stops this ex- 
hausting travesty. Erie’s private, realist text climaxes with his quiet 
response to Charlie that the truth is “Nothing, Pal. Not a thing” 
(285). Erie knows that Charlie has heard nothing and that nothing 
remains to be said if Charlie rejects not only Erie’s dialogues, but 
also his axiom, which could be proclaimed, “Ilusion is Truth.” In 
resignation, Erie abandons his realist text and retreats, momentar- 
ily, into a “semi-soliloquy,” a term Cohn uses to describe Hughie 
in general (60), although it more closely describes this section in 
the play: when “Erie begins talking again...it is obviously aloud 
to himself, without hope of a listener” (285). 

Through this unusual reversal, the denouements of Erie’s real- 
ist text and Charlie’s interior monologue occur in a dramatic struc- 
ture that is nonexistent for its characters prior to each text’s climax: 
the characters function briefly within the frame that the other man 
originally engages. O’Neill structures these denouements as iso- 
lated, momentary metaplays that independently rise in action and 
climax and resolve at the curtain. 

Erie completes his personal scenario by recalling Hughie’s fu- 
neral and the horseshoe of roses that he bought him. Erie is now 
absorbed in the noncommunicative realm previously occupied by 
Charlie. When Charlie blurts out comments, hoping to lure Erie 
into his realist text, “it is Erie who doesn’t hear him” (287). Oblivi- 
ous to Charlie’s presence, the bitterly resigned Erie longs for 
Hughie to be alive; through their grand tales the two friends sur- 
vived “the whole goddamned racket [of] life” (288). Sparing no 
personal feelings, the customarily spirited, life-oriented Erie admits 
that “Hughie’s better off, at that, being dead. He’s got all the luck. 
He needn’t do no worryin’ now. He’s out of the racket.” Isolated, 
lonely, disconnected, and without anyone to share in the creation 
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of a text, Erie finds himself homeless and struggling to survive. His 
metaplay ends amid silence. 

On the other hand, Charlie, who urgently needs company, real- 
izes that there is only one escape from the “spell of abnormal 
quiet...to fasten onto something” Erie has said (286). Desperate 
though he may be, Charlie makes no attempt to integrate Erie’s 
current talk, which he can hear, into the creation of his own realist 
metaplay. The fact that Erie continues to discuss personal topics 
out loud is not assimilated by Charlie as a possible subject for their 
dialogue; Charlie neither listens to Erie nor considers what commu- 
nication the grieving man might desire. For Charlie, sound and 
sound only needs to fill the air. Consequently, the clerk fastens 
onto a topic that originally surfaced during the men’s attempts at 
social dialogue: gambling, and specifically the “ideal of fame and 
glory,” Arnold Rothstein. Focusing on Rothstein, Charlie momen- 
tarily retreats back to his former internal state, where he “dreams 
a rapt hero worship” (287). With his “mind now suddenly impervi- 
ous to the threat of Night and Silence,” Charlie is satisfied because 
the mere sound of Erie’s voice fills the air as, essentially, back- 
ground noise. 

Within moments, however, Charlie is jolted into his realist text 
by the silence that completes Erie’s semi-soliloquy. When no 
audible sound is apparent in the room, the clerk responds with talk 
to dispel any “suffocating” silence (286). But Charlie’s response is 
so uncustomarily verbose that it grabs Erie’s attention and draws 
the gambler back into the realist action. In turn, Erie’s directness 
toward the increasingly receptive Charlie is sufficient to secure the 
clerk’s attention. Each man’s metaplay climaxes as the overall real- 
ist text moves toward its resolution: the two men finally communi- 
cate with one another within the same dramatic frame. Although 
the discourse coherence of their shared text is initially unresolved, 
Erie and Charlie—only moments from Hughie’s ending—are on the 
brink of initiating their most cooperative communication since 
meeting one another. Both men become what Kane identifies as 
“active listener[s] and active speakers” participating in the “interre- 
lational language game by forcing the speaker to redefine and refo- 
cus his speech” (18). 

Although irritated by Charlie’s uncharacteristic interruption, 
Erie is “comforted at having made some sort of contact” with the 
clerk (288). But the gambler is also aware of the limitations of that 
contact. Unless Charlie gets involved in Erie’s personal “gabbin’,” 
Charlie “can’t do [Erie] no good” (290). At this stage of their inter- 
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action, Erie is not interested in returning to a dialogue focused on 
masculine mythologies. In their first power play with one another 
over the control of their dialogue’s topics, Erie lost confidence 
when Charlie failed to share in the creation of gender-inscribed 
illusions. In response, Erie abandoned social dialogue in order to 
comfort himself through the pursuit of self-disclosing topics. Erie 
relies upon the sound of his own voice as a way to get through his 
long night’s journey into day. By taking the risk to name his feel- 
ings and to articulate self-criticisms, the gambler hopes to validate, 
if only to himself, his existence and right to be heard. 

Intent upon mourning Hughie’s death, Erie abandons all imme- 
diate responsibility to reengage social dialogue with Charlie; he 
also comes to recognize the pointlessness of his presence in the 
hotel lobby. As the gambler moves in silence toward the elevator, 
however, Charlie verbally insists upon Rothstein, whom he cun- 
ningly identifies as Erie’s old friend, as the topic of conversation. 
The clerk strikes at the core of Erie’s faltering self-identity with this 
association. By linking Erie to the mythic Rothstein, Charlie grants 
Erie a sorely needed illusory, reconstructed identity as well as mo- 
mentary salvation. 

Encouraged by the clerk to assume a fantasy role, the gambler 
confidently anticipates the clerk’s desire to create illusion through 
social dialogue. They accomplish this by developing a text that 
focuses on the theme of the American masculine ethos. As Hughie 
concludes, Erie shoots dice with Charlie to show how easy success 
is “when you got my luck—and know how” (292-93). The two 
men gamble, satisfied with their momentary resolutions: Erie em- 
bodies a mythic role and Charlie defeats silence. Peter Egri reads 
the men’s gambling as an “illusory substitute for [their] former fail- 
ure to bring about meaningful communication” (135). Cohn, on 
the other hand, positions the men’s final interaction within the 
absurdist traditions of Sartre, Camus, Beckett, Ionesco, and Genet, 
as she suggests that Erie and Charlie are an “eternal couple threat- 
ened by the night, [who] learn to kill the time of their lives by 
gambling together, and their game is a parable of humanity seeking 
the courage to live through reality” (63). As do most critics of 
Hughie, Egri and Cohn elevate this gambling moment to one of 
“human solidarity and personal warmth” that occurs during the 
men’s “game of chance” (Egri 135). Such readings, however, tend 
to reduce Hughie to a parable. They underestimate the multilayered 
system of signs in the text—evident in its structure, discourse co- 
herence, and the dynamics of the two men’s interaction—that sug- 
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gests that the play’s resolution is more calculated and impersonal 
than is often recognized. 

By creating the illusion for Erie that the gambler has power 
over him, Charlie, like Hughie before him, demonstrates his ulti- 
mate power over Erie. Having flattered Erie’s ego by offering him 
an illusory role to play in their relationship, Charlie not only se- 
cures Erie’s attention but guarantees that elements of his own 
dream will remain the focus of their dialogue as the curtain falls 
(288). From the beginning, Charlie has controlled the dynamics of 
the men’s communication. Whether through his sustained silence 
or his lone attempt at social dialogue, Charlie’s actions or inactions 
have dictated the progression of the discourse coherence. Contrary 
to the position that “[nJo one really has the upper hand” in Hughie 
(S. Smith 177), the clerk is shown to be in the position of power 
for much of the men’s interaction. Erie’s revelation that Charlie, 
too, needs illusions in order to survive is subtly undercut by the 
clerk’s persistent manipulations, which prompt that revelation. In 
this light, romantic readings like Fredric Carpenter’s are mislead- 
ing: “By the power of his imagination, [Erie] had compelled the 
new Hughie to listen and to share” (166). This often repeated re- 
sponse to the text fails to acknowledge the dynamics of O’Neill’s 
dialogue. Charlie neither listens to nor shares spontaneously with 
Erie; rather, the clerk creates his own topic for conversation and 
willfully calculates the kind of sharing to occur with the gambler. 
In the end, Charlie is not quite the “Sucker” (291) that Erie takes 
him to be. 

Although certainly to some extent Erie is aware of Charlie’s 
manipulative techniques, the gambler does not seem bothered by 
the impersonality of the clerk’s overtures. This response may well 
be an accepted dynamic of social dialogue based in male mytholo- 
gies; after all, “[A]lienation...can be ameliorated if not overcome 
by altering perception, by myth-making” (S. Smith 177). Charlie 
Hughes is not completely convincing as another Hughie, whose 
company Erie wants passionately to duplicate. Right up to the 
play’s end, Charlie cares more for the ideal, “the friend of Arnold 
Rothstein” (291) than he does for the man, Erie Smith. As revealed 
in his interior monologue, Charlie’s selfishness contrasts with Erie’s 
portraits of Hughie’s generosity. Each clerk’s power over Erie ap- 
pears to have manifested itself differently. Yet it is Charlie’s delib- 
erate power plays, his urgency to “use” Erie (285), that undercut 
the supposed solidarity and warmth so eagerly urged by the play’s 
critics. Ironically, solidarity and warmth are inherent in Erie’s at- 
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tempts at personal discourse with Charlie, efforts that are aggres- 
sively rejected. In the end, the characters’ return to social dialogue, 
and specifically to the creation of illusions, is disconcerting in its 
implications of men’s inability to be personally engaged with one 
another. Even more unsettling, it demonstrates, as in Glengarry 
Glen Ross, the willingness of the traditional hero—the white 
heterosexual male—to empower himself through mythmaking and 
impersonality, and thereby to embrace these agents as the essential 
components of a man’s survival. 

For all these reasons, then, Egri’s conclusion that in Hughie 
there is “only one solution for alienation: a lying pipedream” (133) 
does not sufficiently address the text’s thematic and structural com- 
plexity; Susan Harris Smith, on the other hand, astutely opens up 
such readings, as she problematizes not only the men’s final actions 
but the entire play within a postmodern aesthetic.” Although 
O’Neill’s critics uniformly mark the “lying pipedream” as a major 
theme and praise it for its commitment to human survival (Bogard; 
Floyd; Gelb and Gelb; Hewes; Quintero; Raleigh; J. Rich; Scheibler; 
Sheaffer), they do so, I argue, by ignoring the conversational dy- 
namics of the play’s dialogue, which actually reveal a striking alter- 
native theme. Erie does engage in personal dialogue, and he does 
offer it as a viable option to what Egri calls the “evil duality of 
facing emptiness or escaping into make-believe” (135). However, 
the men finally choose not to ask any more of one another than to 
embrace a pipe dream. “Hughie begins in silence,” notes Christopher 
Bigsby, yet “it ends in a tumble of language that is no more than 
another version of that silence” (1992, 31). The men consciously 
elect this option amid other choices. The offering and elimination 
of personal dialogue as a solution for alienation is disturbing, par- 
ticularly in light of the vulnerability and frankness that Erie reveals 
in the realist text as well as the personal reflectiveness inherent in 
Charlie’s interior monologues. O’Neill dramatized disconnected mo- 
ments in two men’s lives—lives that are filled with personal, in- 
timate inclinations. 

The men’s rejection of personal dialogue in favor of lying pipe 
dreams in Hughie is poignant, particularly after the former surfaces 
within the text’s discourse coherence. Yes, the men finally commu- 
nicate, an improvement upon their initial interaction. And yes, 
they appear content with their connection in the final moments of 
the play. But attention must also be paid to the quality of the men’s 
final, social dialogue, which denies that any depth of character has 
been revealed previously. From this perspective, Erie’s self-disclos- 


101 


ACT LIKE A MAN 


ing dialogue serves two basic functions: it provides a cathartic mo- 
ment within which the gambler can grieve alone for his dead 
friend; and it allows the spectator to learn personal information 
about Erie. It has no impact, however, on the relationship between 
Erie and Charlie. For Charlie, Erie’s personal dialogue never exists. 

O’Neill masterfully captures this absence of intimacy that the 
male-cast canon continually uncovers in male communication. But 
it cannot be overlooked that Hughie’s finale—the “ah, but at least 
the men are talking to one another” phenomenon (regardless of the 
talk’s content)—is the typical playwright’s choice to resolve dra- 
matic conflict in the canon. Time and again, American playwrights 
presume that spectators are satisfied (or at least expect) to see and 
hear male characters cooperatively connect with one another, re- 
gardless of how banal or impersonal their communication. Not sur- 
prisingly, therefore, Hughie’s resolution is somewhat predictable 
when assessed in conjunction with other male-cast plays; that 
which finally occurs in O’Neill’s hotel lobby is quite familiar to the 
American spectator. O’Neill opts not for enlightened male interac- 
tion, but for clichéd behavior. Hughie differs from most male-cast 
texts by dramatizing man’s desire for self-disclosure as well as his 
frustration upon failing to realize personal intimacy between men. 
Men’s capacity for each interaction, however, remains deeply bur- 
ied underneath the shared social dialogue of O’Neill’s men. 


The Toilet, Amiri Baraka 


Whereas Hughie is characterized by its sustained dramatization of 
uncooperative communication, The Toilet portrays males who up- 
hold a cooperative, ongoing social dialogue, but it is a dialogue 
punctuated, and finally overwhelmed, by physical violence. The 
accumulation of the text’s violent, physical actions as well as its 
social dialogue and static discourse coherence represents a dimen- 
sion of uncooperative communication that is distinct from O’Neill’s 
world of monologues, silence, and nonphysical interaction. 

The eleven youths in The Toilet, all of whom know one an- 
other, are engaged in an immediate, volatile situation: a boy is to 
be punished for violating the cultural code of acceptable masculine 
behavior. Jimmy Karolis, a white boy and the object of his class- 
mates’ aggression, is accused of sending a love note to another 
student, Ray—better known as Foots, the leader of a black male 
group. The Toilet begins around 3:00 P.M. in the school latrine as 
the boys gather to witness Foots’s punishment of Karolis. The im- 
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personal appearance and putrid smells of the toilet suggest “the 
ugliness and filth that Baraka attributes to his characters’ social and 
moral milieu” (L. Brown 142). Dialogue is dominated by the boys’ 
obsession with the moment-to-moment status of their victim. Sev- 
eral, including Ora, who vies with Foots over the group’s leader- 
ship, anticipate their pleasure in this assault. Through Karolis’s 
injury and humiliation the boys expect to defend and reaffirm the 
honor of their culturally coded masculine images. “This blunt and 
brutal tale is one of Baraka’s most chilling examinations of split 
identity, crushed sensitivity, and victimization,” according to 
Kimberly Benston. “The whole tone of the play is consistently vio- 
lent” (189). 

Mainstream critics responded with mixed reviews to the 1964 
premiere production of The Toilet, a play that Stanley Crouch 
identifies as “extremely influential on black theatre for the next 
decade” (1980). Having been praised only nine months earlier for 
Dutchman, a penetrating allegory of race relations in America, 
Baraka was chastised for “endless, repetitious, senseless, mindless 
and unrestrained obscenity” (Bolton). Some were eager to close 
down the show on charges of obscenity.® Critical of The Toilet’s 
dramatic strategies, Howard Taubman concluded that Baraka could 
not “resist the urge to shock by invoking violence and all the ob- 
scenities he can think of. There are times when these shock tactics 
perform no useful dramatic function, when they clarify no mean- 
ing, when they merely set up needless resistance to what the play 
is saying.” 

While generally unified in their criticism of the play’s foul 
language and excessive violence, the critics disagree on the play’s 
meaning.® Its issues of gender—let alone of sexuality—are usually 
ignored, minimized, or appropriated within more conventional in- 
terpretations based upon issues of race and class. Upon considering 
the gender codings that construct the male characters’ lives, as well 
as position the text’s discourse coherence within the canon of male- 
cast drama, it becomes clear that Baraka, too, complies with tradi- 
tions of male representation. The play is not only a dramatization 
of “the ideological drift from the sense of what is a boy to the sense 
of what is a man” (Tener 207); it is also a kind of experiential case 
study of males’ confrontation with the “other,” the differently male, 
who is coded here as “feminine.” 

An analysis of The Toilet based upon gender representation 
complements and broadens the play’s racial issues (L. Brown 142- 
43; Lacey 30, 34-39; Sollors 106-7). Owen Brady believes, for in- 
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stance, that Foots’s split identity is a metaphor for the corruption 
of African American traditions within the white American experi- 
ence. Framing his provocative analysis with W. E. B. DuBois’s posi- 
tion on the Negro’s “double consciousness,” or his “archetypal po- 
sition in America” (69), Brady also points unintentionally to the 
appropriateness of examining the text from the perspective of gen- 
der codings. While explicitly critiquing The Toilet as Foots’s story, 
Brady implicitly identifies it as Ora’s and Karolis’s stories as well— 
stories whose conflicts also arise out of issues of gender and sexual 
identifications. 

Quoting DuBois, Brady writes that the African American “ever 
feels his twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 
two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals in one dark body ... 
with... the longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his 
double self into a better and truer self...to make it possible to be 
both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon 
by his fellows” (69). The African American male, DuBois suggests, 
desires to unite under one consciousness—that of “manhood.” He 
desires, from an ideological as well as sociopolitical perspective, 
to become a Man in America. Cultural codes, therefore, that strin- 
gently differentiate between man and woman, masculine and femi- 
nine, self and other as gendered categories coexist in tension with 
racial codings. Gender, however, initially privileges some bodies 
over others in their quest for patriarchal power. All men, according 
to a Beauvoirian premise, have access, albeit to varying degrees, to 
the experience of “ideal” manhood in America. And all men are 
also subject to the expectations of the dominant culture, those per- 
petuated by its male mythologies. 

Baraka’s play, therefore, participates in a tradition that is not 
solely determined by racial codings; rather, it dramatizes the 
DuBoisian double bind, which incorporates implicitly Beauvoirian 
binarisms. This tradition thrives on the degree of success with 
which a male—any male—embodies the mythic image of manhood 
in America. While race is certainly part of the originating source 
from which the conflict begins in this male-cast play, gender cod- 
ings subsume ones of racial difference. The Toilet is about what it 
means to be a Man in America. It is clearly “American” in the 
discourse coherence of its dramatic representation of men, while 
still “distinctly black” in its “atmosphere and feeling” (O. Brady 
73). If the text operates metaphorically in its contrasting values of 
African community and white American perversity (O. Brady 71; 
Haskins 146; Tener 210), it should also be taken literally, as a 
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dramatization of a type of communicative interaction among Ameri- 
can men. In this light, Baraka’s reliance upon vile language and 
brutal violence serves less to create shock value or racial tension 
than to elaborate upon the dynamics of uncooperative communica- 
tion that can occur among American males when they reject per- 
sonal dialogue. “The subject of [The Toilet] is communication,” 
writes Michael Smith. “Its desperately inarticulate characters are 
able to communicate only within a formula so strict that almost all 
feeling is excluded. The characters who break through this formula 
and become individuals are punished.”1!° 

The number of males conversing with one another increases 
steadily throughout The Toilet. While the males initially talk coop- 
eratively among themselves, their text is dominated by a discourse 
coherence that rarely progresses beyond topics determined by the 
masculine ethos and male mythologies. At first, two black males, 
“Big Shot” Ora and Willie Love, engage briefly in dialogue in the 
latrine. They are joined immediately by Hines and Holmes, soon 
to be followed by Perry, George, and Farrell. Later, Knowles and 
Skippy enter bearing an already beaten Karolis, who besides Farrell 
is the only white boy in the room; and finally Foots arrives, the 
“weakest physically and smallest of the bunch, but he is undoubt- 
edly their leader” (Baraka 1966a, 51). Baraka sets up three groups 
of three men apiece who interact with Ora. This strategy distin- 
guishes the inflammatory, violent power that males like Ora hold 
over Foots’s reserved, rational power. Ora’s brutal actions are gen- 
der-coded responses that arise from both his racial community and 
the broader American semiotic of maleness. 

Ora and Love’s initial social dialogue, as well as Hines and 
Holmes’s contribution, indicates the specific topics that the others 
in the group will pursue: females, sex, the penis, and the current 
status of their prey, Karolis. “Since it is believed that the spoken 
word has power” in the African American tradition, writes Geneva 
Smitherman, “it is only logical to employ it with what many regard 
as men’s most formidable obstacle—women” (83). Immediately 
within their interaction, the boys jive one another about absent 
women. Their mothers, girlfriends, or teachers become easy targets 
for their degradations: females keep smelly houses, abandon their 
children, masturbate penises, and “beat” delinquent males’ heads. 
The boys take turns urinating in the commodes while bad-mouth- 
ing females, or “playing the dozens,” which Roger Abrahams de- 
scribes as a “folkloristic phenomena found among...lower class 
Negro adolescent[s]” (1962, 209).12 
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Unlike most characters in the male-cast canon, these adoles- 
cents promptly become physical with one another. Hines and 
Holmes begin to push and to spar with Love. They intersperse their 
jabs with remarks about females and Karolis—who, as the sus- 
pected gay, embodies the feminine and, soon, the position of the 
absent woman. The three menacingly shift their loyalties, so that 
at any moment a boy may find himself no longer the attacker, but 
the object of aggression. Their dialogue, which aligns them with the 
virility of a boxer’s “professional demeanor” (41), relates their vari- 
ous fighting maneuvers. As close friends Hines and Love grab 
Holmes in order to “put the little bastard’s head in the goddamn 
urinal” (40), Ora, who had momentarily left the room, rushes in to 
participate. This “crude, loud” boy also wants to punch the “prick” 
Holmes (35, 41). With his reentry, however, Ora and his torn shirt 
become the focus as the first round of the boys’ physical interaction 
ends. 

There are five discrete, physical altercations in Baraka’s text. 
The boys’ violence is curtailed only when another male steps for- 
ward as a kind of referee to break up the fighters or when a new 
character enters the latrine, deflecting attention from the fighters’ 
abusive intentions. Describing his efforts to help Knowles and 
Skippy drag Karolis, the “paddy bastid,” down to the latrine, Ora 
reports that the “cocksucker” ripped his shirt and scratched his 
hand (41). “I punched the bastid right in his lip,” claims Ora, before 
hiding the screaming Karolis in a broom closet. Now keeping watch 
at the door for their victim’s delivery, Ora controls the conversation 
by reasserting the singularity of the boys’ mission to harm Karolis. 

Anxious to channel their energies without delay, the trio of 
Love, Hines, and Holmes bursts forth with a second round of physi- 
cal activity—this time, they play an imaginary basketball game. A 
boy’s success in sport is a sign of his virility, strength, skill, endur- 
ance, and desire to be a winner. It is also a sign of his ability to 
bond in an activity shared with other men. As the males activate 
this imaginary sport, each constructs his own successful image; 
each becomes, in front of his peers, the hero he aspires to be.}* As 
Ora peeks out the door, Love, Hines, and Holmes dribble, lunge, 
sweep, spin, scoop, whirl, and leap around one another. Feeling 
powerful through their demonstrated ability to “score,” the boys 
engage Ora, in between their shots, as to how Karolis is to be 
punished. Despite their ongoing feats of prowess, however, Hines 
and Holmes displace onto Love their response to Ora’s challenge 
to “kick that little frail bastid’s ass” (43). To this, Love, the most 
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independent thinker of the four males, responds, “Karolis never 
bothered me.” Zeroing in on Love’s resistance to fight Karolis and 
his vulnerability in being honest, Ora takes revenge by positioning 
Love as an exemplary victim. He does so to humiliate Love into 
participation and to establish his resistance as unmasculine behav- 
ior. Ora’s logic: in the absence of the real thing (Karolis), create a 
scapegoat. Ora anticipates that if he succeeds in embarrassing Love 
into action, the others will join in, hoping to avoid the same per- 
sonal challenge to their manhood. Consequently, Ora returns to the 
topic of an absent woman to disgrace Love. 

Ora associates Love’s mother with the accused degenerate, 
Karolis: “Karolis is always telling everybody how he bangs the hell 
out of Caroline, every chance he gets” (43). Holmes, Hines, and 
Love, in ever-shifting loyalties, react to Ora’s power plays: Holmes 
sides with Ora, Hines sets up Holmes to be criticized, and Love 
punches Holmes. Ora is left unscathed, freely reasserting that no 
one “fucks” with him. He alone has free reign to say or do anything 
he chooses; he is the Man among men who maintains power 
through exaggerated, threatening, authoritarian presence and voice. 
Owen Brady marks Ora’s actions as specific to a leader of his com- 
munity, “a ghetto-cult devoted to ultramasculinity and toughness, 
one with its own language” (71)—a language unabashedly misogy- 
nistic and homophobic. “Verbal facility becomes proof of one’s 
conventional masculinity,” comments Phillip Brian Harper about 
African American men’s speech patterns (124). Ora readily estab- 
lishes the dialogue’s topic, then lets the other boys fight among 
themselves over their positions on that topic. Their dissension is 
diverted, however, as Perry, George, and Farrell enter the latrine. 

The discourse coherence of the seven boys’ talk remains on the 
level of social dialogue, though the topic changes to newcomer 
Donald Farrell. In one of the few explicit references to the racial, 
and not just homophobic, tensions that underlie Karolis and Foots’s 
anticipated confrontation, Ora, a “symbol of blackness” to the boys 
(O. Brady 70), immediately challenges the “blond, awkward, soft” 
(35) boy’s presence. Farrell “threatens the homogeneity and secu- 
rity of the black community as well as the secrecy of their plan to 
beat Karolis” (O. Brady 73). (This critical position based solely on 
race is countered by other critics who consider Ora to be a “latent 
homosexual” whose “tremendous desire to express love” must be 
“invert[ed]” since “his world does not allow this expression” 
[Lacey 35-36].) Ora’s accusation is met head-on by Perry, who 
voices the first real threat to Ora’s authority over the other boys. 
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Defending Farrell’s place in the latrine, Perry tells Ora to “sit [his] 
ass down for awhile and shut the hell up” (45), an order he threat- 
ens to enforce if need be. This thrown gauntlet signals the next 
round of battle, which focuses on group leadership. Moving to the 
center of the space, Ora dares the “black sonofabitch” Perry to fight 
him (46). This confrontation is sidetracked as George, who is re- 
sponsible for bringing Farrell along, intervenes. 

Deprived of “speaking” with his fists, Ora warns the group that 
Farrell “ain’t gonna do a damn thing but stand around and look” 
(46). It quickly becomes apparent to the boys that Ora is correct: 
Farrell knows neither that Karolis is to be “gang[ed]” in the latrine 
nor why (47). When Farrell learns of the plan, his astonishment at 
and questioning of this intended violence only fuels Ora’s efforts 
to control the interaction in the room. Once again effective in si- 
lencing his detractors, Ora, who is “always going for bad” (48), or 
for the most overtly macho actions, moves freely in the space to 
accost Farrell physically. Accusing Farrell of wanting to defend 
Karolis if he stays in the room, Big Shot punches Farrell in the 
stomach, sending him crumbling to the floor. This brutality ignites 
yet another verbal clash between Perry and Ora, as Ora again chal- 
lenges Perry to fight. Ora reduces every encounter to a physical 
confrontation when his efforts to control the dialogue and action 
are threatened. Perry remains the only one in the group to chal- 
lenge Ora’s authority and racist behavior, yet George repeats his 
role as referee as he steps in between the two men before they start 
throwing punches. This third physical clash among the boys halts 
as Knowles and Skippy enter the latrine holding their crying, 
bloodied victim, Karolis. 

The embodied object of much of the boys’ previous dialogue, 
Karolis remains the topic of conversation as Knowles drags him to 
a corner of the latrine amid the newcomers’ proud claims of 
inflicting Karolis’s injuries. Ora’s continuing power reaffirms itself. 
Even though Perry and Love talk critically of his behavior, Ora still 
speaks and acts as he wants to: no one stops him from shouting 
down opponents or from sadistically taunting Karolis. His brutish 
masculinity dictates the room’s dynamics. 

Ora’s direct addresses and violent innuendoes to Karolis are 
what Walter Kerr once called “bear baiting” (1964), now referred 
to as queer baiting or gay bashing. Nudging the slumped youth with 
his foot, Ora baits “baby” to perform fellatio on his “nice fat sau- 
sage” (50). Only Love draws attention to Ora’s request as a sign of 
Big Shot’s “kicks... [to] rub up against half-dead white boys.” Ora 


108 


SILENCE, VIOLENCE, AND THE DRAMA OF ABUSE 


undercuts any homoerotic suggestion by mentioning his desire to 
“rub up against [Love’s] momma” (51). Here, the gay male and the 
absent woman are linked as sexual objects for (ab)use by the (alleg- 
edly) straight male. Throughout the male-cast canon, women and 
gays are associated with one another as the coded “other” in the 
dominant culture, as the nonmasculine, as the feminine, though 
“[hlatred of homosexuals appears to be secondary in our society to 
the fear and hatred of what is perceived as being ‘feminine’ in other 
men and in oneself” (Isay 78).!5 In Baraka’s text, the link between 
homosexuality and femininity, I suggest, is represented dramati- 
cally as a more powerful agent of division among “masculine” men 
than are men’s racial differences. Ora and the black gang are threat- 
ened more by Karolis’s homosexuality and its anticipated, atten- 
dant femininity, than by his whiteness.14 Within the semiotic of 
maleness operating on the play, not race but rather homophobia— 
and implicitly, misogyny—resides at the heart of the text, propel- 
ling the characters into a whirlwind of verbal and physical vio- 
lence. 

These two factors—accusations of homosexuality and a mount- 
ing aggression to punish unmasculine behavior violently—shape 
the remaining discourse coherence and physical action in The Toi- 
let. This occurs despite the fact that Foots enters the toilet hoping 
to avoid any revenge fight with Karolis. Foots is conscious of hav- 
ing to play a role of unbridled masculinity to maintain his power 
position over his peers and influence their actions—to get them to 
leave the latrine without harming Karolis. Unbeknownst to the 
other males, Foots masks his true desires and identity by rationally 
manipulating his authoritative powers as a leader of dependent 
men, men who are desperate to maintain a culturally coded image 
of “authentic” manliness. 

Horrified and disgusted upon seeing the badly injured Karolis, 
Foots keeps any emotional response under control. His immediate 
priority is to maintain the appearance of being a “real” man among 
men. He focuses on the still silent object, Karolis: How was he 
injured? Who hit him? Why continue to hurt him? In Foots’s judg- 
ment there is no “reason to keep all this shit up. Just pour water 
on the cat and let’s get outta here” (53). Ora’s response is a direct 
challenge to Foots’s authority and its indirect suspicion of the 
leader’s self-identity: “You mean you made us go through all this 
bullshit for nothing” (emphasis added). The emphasized phrases 
reveal Ora’s assumptions, and presumably the other boys’. First, 
Ora grants that Foots is leader, the one who can make other males 
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respond to his wishes. Second, Ora indicates that all of the boys’ 
preceding efforts are worthless if nothing happens. And, of course, 
the only thing that can satisfy Ora is a fight between Foots and 
Karolis. Anything less would signal that Ora and the other boys 
were fools to participate in Foots’s “bullshit.” Anything less would 
also make Foots less of a man before this group of males. For Foots 
to step out of a role rigidly defined as proper male behavior is to 
risk rejection by his peers as an unacceptable male. He is, after all, 
what Baraka calls the “possessor of a threatened empire” (35). 
Foots is required by the dictates of the code to violate and injure 
Karolis further. The choice remains, nonetheless, within Foots’s 
personal power, as he concludes, “I can’t fight the guy like he is” 
(54). Foots is surprised, however, to hear his position supported 
by Farrell; he was unaware that Farrell was in the latrine with his 
black buddies. 

Baraka has structured the text’s discourse coherence so that the 
two white boys introduce the last general topics of dialogue. In the 
first exchange—among Farrell, Foots, and Ora—Farrell’s comments 
invite possible tensions surrounding racial allegiances, but they 
quickly dissolve into homophobic responses; the males’ dialogue 
terminates with physical violence. In the second exchange—among 
Karolis, Foots, and a seemingly collective voice comprised of the 
remaining hostile youths—issues of the male ethos, homosexuality, 
and self-hatred fuel the clash between the black males’ social dia- 
logue and the white boy’s rejected efforts at personal dialogue. This 
interaction also ends in physical violence. 

In the first exchange, Farrell pursues an explanation as to why 
Foots wants to beat up Karolis. Unable to secure specific detail 
through personal dialogue, Farrell claims that he will leave the 
latrine with the other white boy, who is so badly beaten that he 
“can’t do anything” (55). Both Ora and Foots threaten Farrell with 
physical harm if he does not leave immediately, since an explana- 
tion is none of his “goddamn business” (54). Ora steps back from 
the white boy’s resistance to let Foots and Farrell verbally battle 
over the latter’s access to information. Ora’s manner of dealing with 
conflict is to fight, not talk. In front of his peers, Foots is now under 
pressure to exert his power and influence over Farrell. If successful, 
he demonstrates that he warrants their confidence in his leader- 
ship; if his words fail, he risks being judged ineffectual, particularly 
if he continues to resist using his fists. He also risks being seen in 
alliance with a white outsider. Foots’s efforts to withhold informa- 
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tion from Farrell are dashed, however, when Perry speaks of Karolis’s 
love letter to him. 

At this point the tensions among characters move swiftly from 
any potential conflict based solely upon racial pride or authority 
to a more complicated intersection of volatile issues: interracial 
desire and homosexuality. Foots does not want this topic to be 
addressed in front of Farrell. To do so will only heighten his and 
the group’s awareness of his split identity in relation to his ties 
with the black and white communities, to violence and nonvio- 
lence, to diverse sexualities. He simply does not want dialogue to 
focus on personally challenging issues. From the beginning of their 
interaction, nevertheless, Farrell has indicated a certain familiarity 
with the individual side of Foots, whom he—like Karolis—calls 
Ray. In pleading for Karolis’s release, Farrell appeals to that intelli- 
gent, personal self and not the group leader. Upon hearing of the 
letter, Farrell turns to question Foots. He is stopped, however, by 
Ora’s punches, the fourth physically violent clash. 

As evidenced throughout the male-cast canon, one’s efforts to 
pursue the topic of homosexuality within a group of predominantly 
straight males (whether male youths or adults) are most often met 
with verbal abuse or physical violence. Generally, this violent 
reaction effectively curtails the men’s dialogue. In The Toilet, Ora 
exercises the authority of fists over words in order to halt Farrell’s 
efforts to address the issue of homosexuality through personal dia- 
logue. His violence is less a result of racial tension than it is a 
response to this conversational topic. Foots fails in his attempt to 
keep Ora from further injuring Farrell, as Big Shot pushes him into 
the latrine door. 

The battle lines are now clearly drawn as the two black men’s 
methods clash over how to deal with this crisis that threatens their 
manhood—which threatens to unravel their sense of (African 
American, heterosexual) community. Nonetheless, Farrell still has 
his last words heard before he is shoved into the school’s hallway: 
“Oh, Ray, come on. Why don’t you come off it” (56). Farrell chal- 
lenges Ray to stop his charade as a macho, revengeful hero, to stop 
being someone he essentially dislikes for the sake of the group’s 
approval. Implicitly, Farrell asks Foots to be himself; he asks him 
not to define his identity and actions according to cultural and 
gender expectations. In the semiotic of maleness, Farrell can access 
this voice because he, too, is “other” in this space: whether through 
his (seemingly) gay-affirmative public persona or his minority 
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status as a white (he is not a colonizing authoritative power as 
manifested in the [white] master/{[black] slave paradigm). 

In a striking dramaturgical choice, Baraka heightens this ten- 
sion between one’s gender-defined, social persona and one’s per- 
sonal identity—he gives voice to the differently masculine Karolis, 
the text’s openly “other” male, who now rises like the phoenix 
from the latrine’s distant corner. 

Insisting that all the boys remain in the room to bear witness, 
Karolis engages the discourse of violence. Weak and battered, he 
gets to his feet to face his enemies. “I want to fight you,” the very 
skinny boy says to Foots. “I want to kill you” (57, 58). Karolis 
constructs himself as the subject, not object, of his dialogue and 
thereby forces the others to deal with him as he is self-identified. 
No longer willing to remain their sole victim, he comments upon 
the nature of violence by appearing to be a willing participant. 
Through this choice, Karolis exerts a kind of power over Foots, a 
power centered in the articulation of personal truths. He sets up 
Foots to make his own choice: to embrace the truth by naming it 
and thereby claiming his self-identity; or, to deny the truth, to fight 
it and beat it away, through physical violence. Each choice offers 
a distinct type of power to Foots: the cultural power of the social 
self or the personal power of the self-identified. In Baraka’s text, 
the only real choice that men must make—one that will reveal who 
they are to themselves and to others—is between self-disclosing 
dialogue and physical violence. The former releases personal 
truths, while the latter represses those truths. 

Foots becomes an “angry snarling figure” (58), choosing to re- 
press the truth by capitulating to the demands of being a macho 
hero among his black peers. The leader becomes like Ora, the one 
who would “stomp anybody in any damn condition” (54). Foots’s 
anger sets in motion the rest of the room as the other boys “become 
animated, clapping their hands, shouting, whistling, and moving 
around as if they were also fighting” (58). The vicarious rush of 
pleasure that the group acts out takes on ritualistic significance, as 
the boys collectively convey their animalistic lust for a victim, a 
victor, and violence. Amid their aggressive, hostile dialogue and 
activity, however, “sissy-punk” Karolis persists undauntingly in the 
naming of that which Foots refuses to hear in front of other men: 
“You have to fight me. I sent you a note, remember. That note 
saying I loved you. The note saying you were beautiful....The one 
that said I wanted to take you into my mouth....Did I call you Ray 
in that letter...or Foots? Foots! I’m going to break your fucking 
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neck. That’s right. That’s who I want to kill. Foots!” (58-59).16 
Foots lunges after Karolis, trying to silence him. Karolis’s expres- 
sion of his desires elicits powerful reactions from Foots and the 
group; it is as though in naming them, he materializes them. As 
Karolis articulates his various crimes against the social order 
through his personal dialogue, however, he still refuses to raise his 
fists. Even though Karolis speaks of physical action, he does so 
without actually engaging it—that is, until Ora pushes him into 
Foots. This move activates the fifth and final round of physical 
violence in The Toilet. 

Baraka’s stage directions reveal the most common manifesta- 
tions of verbal and nonverbal behavior for men who are in crisis 
over speaking self-disclosingly: confrontational, personal dialogue 
versus physically violent (re)actions. After being hit by Karolis’s 
pushed body, Foots slaps the white boy. This contact is their first 
physical interaction in the text. “Are you Ray or Foots, huh?” 
Karolis responds, “backing up... wanting to talk” (59; emphasis 
added). Foots strikes out in violent denial that there is anything (or 
anyone) to be named—especially as it relates to his sexual iden- 
tity—in front of this male group; Karolis, on the other hand, insists 
on personalizing his relationship with Foots through direct address. 
Karolis essentially asks his attacker the play’s pivotal, self-disclos- 
ing question: Who are you really? To respond, Foots must choose 
between an identity based upon self-knowledge and one shaped 
by social expectations. In Baraka’s democratic context, exemplified 
by Karolis’s talk and actions, each man has within himself the 
power to name and claim his identity as differently masculine. 

Meanwhile, Karolis’s is the lone voice in the room committed 
to the power of personal dialogue and its truth: he reveals that 
Foots and he had physical contact with one another prior to the 
love letter. This damaging remark, indicating Ray’s acquiescence, 
threatens to destroy the boys’ image of their leader: “Ray, you said 
your name was. You said Ray. Right here in this filthy toilet. You 
put your hand on me and said Ray!” (60). The conflicting naming 
of one’s self in private and public contexts takes on grave propor- 
tions here as Karolis confronts Foots to distinguish between his 
own truths and lies. Karolis’s earlier charge to Foots—“You have 
to fight me” (58)—takes on deeper resonance as Foots’s name is 
challenged. By fighting Karolis, Foots is also fighting Ray, or the 
Karolis side of himself. He is fighting that which he both denies 
and desires—a part that Karolis represents and embodies and 
yearns for in Ray. While Ray is a black man in white America (O. 
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Brady; Haskins; Sollors; Tener), his conflict is eventually deter- 
mined by his relationship to society’s construction of masculinity 
and sexuality for black and white alike. The boy’s conflict is less 
with whiteness than with gender and sexual identity. 

Like lions circling their prey, the crowd moves in, forcing “the 
two fighters [to] have to make contact” (59)—which, again, Foots 
and Karolis can choose to make either violent or nonviolent. Dem- 
onstrating behavior that is not stereotypical, presumably, for a 
“dick licker” (57) in male-cast plays, Karolis rejects personal dia- 
logue; he, retreats into uncooperative communication, lunging at 
Foots and locking him into a choke hold. In a highly dramatic 
moment, Ray is actually being choked by the truth teller, Karolis. 
And, paradoxically, he is unable to defend himself from the truth, 
despite Karolis’s battered condition. Physical violence, nonethe- 
less, wins the round and the contest over personal dialogue. 

Always primed for action, Ora smells blood. Jumping on 
Karolis’s back to rescue their fallen leader, he pulls Karolis off 
Foots, who slumps to the floor. Ora is determined to defend Foots’s 
race and sexuality—the black heterosexual’s manhood. Literally 
and metaphorically disconnected from Foots, Karolis is once again 
vulnerable prey for the hungry male pack. His final plea before 
being beaten mercilessly: “No, no, his name is Ray, not Foots. You 
stupid bastards. I love somebody you don’t even know” (60). To 
know Karolis’s Ray would be to know a male who exists outside 
the boundaries of culturally acceptable male behavior—since both 
his racially specific community and the dominant culture are ho- 
mophobic. This recognition simply cannot occur, no matter how 
ambiguous or contradictory the possibilities for Foots’s life may 
appear to these macho fanatics. 

The boys’ final choice of action is fueled by their defense of a 
culturally engendered, patriarchal image of manhood. It is not 
enough to explain the youths’ attack as their “will to preserve their 
[African American] comrade against the attack of a [white] out- 
sider” (O. Brady 76). Unlike Billy in David Rabe’s Streamers, who 
is haunted by the sexualities of his hero, Frankie, and their implica- 
tions for his own sexual identity, the boys in The Toilet collectively 
reinforce heterosexuality by repressing any invasion of the “other” 
within their ranks. Their violent behavior erases the challenge 
within the syllogism to which their activity has brought them: Ray 
is our leader, Ray flirts with queers, therefore, are we...or what 
does it say about us to have chosen a leader like Ray?!” “The fierce, 
irrational passion of homophobia in many men,” writes Lynn Segal, 
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“can only be understood in terms of men’s fear of what they see 
as the ‘feminine’ in themselves—the enemy within” (158). There- 
fore, the outsider, Karolis, must be crushed along with any ambi- 
guities that threaten the patriarchy’s constructed image of Man. 

For this reason, Baraka constructs a dialogue, argues Kerr, that 
“refus[es] to use language as an imaginative tool... [whereby] illu- 
mination [could keep] pace with the turn of our stomachs” (1964). 
I suggest that Baraka refuses to use language imaginatively, in 
Kerr’s sense of the word, simply because to do so would be to 
represent an atypical dramatic vision of American men among 
themselves—imaginative language usage among any men would ne- 
cessitate their cooperatively communicating with one another 
through personal dialogue. The playwright uses the racial topoi 
that are also present in the scenario (and certainly operative in the 
spectators) to grid or to bolster this larger feature of men’s commu- 
nication within patriarchy. Baraka’s conscious dramatic intent, 
finally, is to present men among men as he perceives them, not as 
he envisions them, at the complicated, volatile intersection of race 
and sexuality. Consequently, the males’ violence escalates uncon- 
trollably as chaos overwhelms The Toilet. Baraka, like Pifiero in his 
interracial Short Eyes, materializes male gang savagery before the 
spectator: “[T]he whole crowd surges into the center punching the 
fallen Karolis in the face....He is dragged to the floor. The crowd 
is kicking and cursing him. Ora in the center punching the fallen 
Karolis in the face....Karolis is spread in the center of the floor 
and is unmoving” (60-61). 

The abusers quickly leave the scene of their “mock battle of 
honor” (Tener 214), taking their limp leader with them, bonded in 
their victory against the enemy. Ora, however, has the last words 
of the text, as he joyously brings to the group’s attention that the 
“fuckin’ paddy boy almost kilt” Foots (61). Pleased that violent 
action has defeated anything attempted through language and dia- 
logue, Ora in his final gesture signals his disrespect for Foots and 
his increasingly nonviolent behavior. Ora tosses toilet water on 
Foots’s face, water from the commode into which the boys have 
been urinating all afternoon. The fallen hero’s humiliation as “one 
of the boys,” so to speak, is complete. t8 

In a remarkably moving tableau, Baraka structures a conclud- 
ing instance in which Karolis, gradually gaining consciousness, 
painstakingly crawls to a toilet. At the moment he collapses in front 
of it, Foots reenters the space. “Look[ing] quickly over his shoul- 
der” to make sure that no one sees him, Foots “runs and kneels 
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before the body, weeping and cradling [Karolis’s] head in his arms” 
(62). No longer forcing themselves to be Men among Men, the two 
battered boys come home to (and through) one another, to their 
shared knowledge of “difference within,” away from those who 
seek to deny them their otherness. Amid their tears, they do not 
speak. The play ends in silence, rich with meaning. 

If Foots’s reentry into the latrine is read within the political 
agenda of Baraka’s dramatic writing in the 1960s, then the youth’s 
action is not merely a renewal of his “attachment to the white 
society” (O. Brady 76). If race were Baraka’s sole agenda—if his 
goal were to speak for the “brutal social order” of young black 
males—then, as Werner Sollors suggests, “homosexuality now be- 
comes a metaphor for acceptance in the white world. ...the gesture 
of individual assimilation, of trying to rise above the peer group” 
(107). To overcome such individualism—that is, for gay Ray to 
accept himself as black Foots—a “painful exorcism of interracial 
and homosexual love” would have to transpire. The Toilet would 
then reveal why and how one’s racial and ethnic reality must nec- 
essarily erase the reality of one’s sexual identity. 

On the other hand, if one reads the play within the semiotic 
of maleness—a system with its own power relations and “politics” 
of racial, class, and sexual difference—then Ray Foots returns to 
embrace and care for, both literally and metaphorically, the only 
male with whom he has come in contact to embody a more inte- 
grated individualization. This image does come from within the 
text, as Benston argues: it is “an accurately conceived image of a 
natural desire undermined and destroyed by a world that con- 
demns such desire” (192). In his action, Ray Foots acknowledges 
not only his “mature victory over hyper-masculinity” (Withering- 
ton 162), but more importantly the power of self-knowledge to heal 
oneself. This awareness is not bounded exclusively by one’s racial 
or sexual identities, but rather by the limits of one’s passion to 
strive for a self-identity that is less encumbered by social codings. 
As Robert Tener notes, “At that moment with another human be- 
ing, Ray expresses a mature tenderness and love which his mythic 
destiny had denied him with his gang” (214); he is not just “pa- 
thetic, at best,” as Lloyd Brown suggests, “in his belated, and se- 
cret, demonstration of love” (143). But the toilet setting of the final 
moment does “confirm the continuation of these prevailing social 
codes which encourage a guilty secrecy about sex and emotional 
experience.” “Baraka has severely taxed the tools of naturalism in 
his effort to give expression to the black leader’s conflict between 
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inner and outer world,” Benston concludes, “between the possibil- 
ity of tenderness and the reality established by the harsh necessities 
of the social world” (193). 

Nonetheless, this illuminating active moment is primarily 
Karolis’s victory (which is not to say it is a “white” victory). The 
gay male has not compromised his dignity despite his assailants’ 
terrorist tactics. “The real man,” according to Henry Lacey, “is the 
individual with the strength to divorce himself from the inhibiting 
influence of the majority. In [The Toilet] that individual is the ho- 
mosexual” (37). Karolis’s characterization hardly reinforces, as 
Tener claims, “the demoralization and confusion of standards for 
behavior within the white system” (210). Rather, as viewed within 
the semiotic of maleness, Baraka dramatizes a future that belongs 
to both Ray Foots and Karolis. Each male, and not just Foots, as 
Tener argues, represents a “different kind of model” of human be- 
ing (214). Both are new models for men among themselves. “It’s a 
struggle all the time,” surmises Issac Julien, “negotiating and rene- 
gotiating, asserting oneself” (hooks and Julien 1991, 184); Foots and 
Karolis hint at the possibilities inherent in such a struggle.'9 It is 
as if the play’s final image answers the questions raised by Baraka 
in his 1961 poem, “Look for You Yesterday, Here You Come To- 
day.” Depending upon one’s dating of the play, The Toilet is either 
based upon this verse (Hudson 160) or the play inspired the verse 
(Lacey 33-34): 


Was James Karolis a great sage?? 
Why did I let Ora Matthews beat him up 
in the bathroom? Haven’t I learned my lesson. 
(Baraka 1961, 15) 


The historical and contemporary fact is that American drama- 
turgy repeatedly represents men among themselves who are unable 
or unwilling to engage in personal dialogue, the primary means by 
which most realist drama reveals its themes. In realist male-cast 
plays these “points” are often made implicitly, as shock tactics 
such as verbal and physical violence eventually dominate the 
discourse coherence and action. For this reason, Taubman cor- 
rectly notes that underneath The Toilet’s coarseness, there “runs a 
strong sense of the needless debasement of human beings.” Yet his 
assertion that Baraka “could have made his points without the 
shock tactic” overlooks an established pattern throughout Ameri- 
can theater history. Often, what the male-cast text “means,” to use 
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Taubman’s term, is not found in the characters’ dialogue, but rather 
in that which is absent, and therefore implied by their dialogue. In 
this way, The Toilet both literally and metaphorically represents 
the dramatic dynamics of American men among men who do not 
transcend the limitations of uncooperative communication. 

Nonetheless, in the play’s final nonverbal stage action, Baraka 
presents a radically dramatic image that is markedly distinct from 
his previous shock tactics. Ironically, it is equally shocking in its 
impact: the recognition of human truth as represented in the com- 
passionate (physical) interaction of male characters. In realizing 
this moment, Baraka contributes to the sorely needed revolution of 
the male-cast play’s dramaturgy, initially called for in 1959 by 
Edward Albee. The Toilet is the first significant American male-cast 
play to explore the artistic and cultural challenge set forth in 
Albee’s landmark male-cast drama, The Zoo Story. Albee’s chal- 
lenge to American playwrights was to dramatize a communicative 
dynamic that transcended what had come to be accepted as man’s 
inevitable union with violence. By keeping the curtain up in The 
Toilet for the dignified final image between Karolis and Foots, 
Baraka dramatizes ever so tentatively the existence of a power 
greater than violence—love, a love of inclusiveness: powerful 
enough to bond men in their humanity, yet able to acknowledge 
the specificity of men’s differences based upon race, ethnicity, 
class, and sexual orientation. 

This was not to be the case for Albee’s male characters in The 
Zoo Story, where the power of violence defeats all understanding 
and compassion. 


The Zoo Story, Edward Albee 


Edward Albee has remarked that “communication is the only thing 
that is really viable to write about. That’s the only thing you can 
write about” in the theater (qtd. in Wolf 117). As in Hughie, The 
Zoo Story involves a spontaneous meeting between two strangers 
whose relationship is determined by the dynamics of their talk: one 
is eager to converse, the other is not. During a summer afternoon 
in Central Park, Peter, an undistinguished, middle-aged textbook 
publishing executive, is reading a book. Peter’s solitude is dis- 
rupted by Jerry’s entrance. Jerry, a carelessly dressed, “permanent 
transient” in his late thirties, approaches Peter with his thrice re- 
peated proclamation, “I’ve been to the zoo” (Albee 37, 12).?° This 
announcement introduces what will become the pivotal conversa- 
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tional topic by the conclusion of the men’s dialogue. Although 
Albee identifies this topic now and it is frequently referred to by 
Peter as a topic to engage, Jerry’s “zoo story” is not spoken until 
the men are on the verge of unadulterated uncooperative communi- 
cation. Albee positions the zoo story at the point where cooperative 
communication between the men ceases. It acts as a kind of sum- 
mary of the failings of men’s shared social dialogue; Jerry’s telling 
of it only makes sense as a prelude, a foreshadowing, of the vio- 
lence that is about to explode. 

Upon seeing Peter, Jerry immediately imposes upon him: “Do 
you mind if we talk” (14). From this moment on, Albee’s play is a 
verbal rush orchestrated by a single voice. With the enthusiasm, 
self-interest, and directness of O’Neill’s Erie, Jerry inflicts upon 
Peter a “need to talk”; Jerry, like Erie, initially does not want “a 
friend but a sympathetic listener” (Rutenberg 21). Not unlike Erie’s 
listener, Charlie, whose silence masks an active interior text, Peter 
patronizes Jerry with guarded exchanges. Attacking these calcu- 
lated communication barriers, Jerry types Peter as a successful 
product of the American masculine ethos; Jerry has not experi- 
enced a comparable level of cultural success in his life. Because of 
his apparent achievements and ordered life within the patriarchy, 
Peter is the unsuspecting target of Jerry’s manipulative questioning. 
As Michael Rutenberg notes, Jerry is an “alienated failure bent on 
making contact,” at all costs, with the “establishment” (4). 

Jerry and Peter’s initial talk is based upon topics within stan- 
dard social dialogue. While cooperative, their exchange is seldom 
mutual, as there is little sharing of one-to-one information. Jerry, 
who likes “to talk... really talk” (17), fires question after question 
at his new acquaintance. Establishing a rhythm to this inquisition 
and accenting it with frequent non sequiturs, Jerry frequently 
catches Peter off guard, eliciting spontaneous, revealing responses. 
Conversely, Peter simply does not have the chance, nor does he 
particularly care, to ask his own questions; he admits to not talking 
to many people. 

Albee structures the dialogue according to Jerry’s interrogation. 
This enables the character to fulfill his desire “to get to know some- 
body, know all about him” (17). For this reason, Jerry first focuses 
the dialogue on the women in Peter’s life: his wife and two daugh- 
ters. Once satisfied that he has a working knowledge of these absent 
women, Jerry accumulates details of Peter’s public life: his Madison 
Avenue job, good salary, fashionable private address, and favorite 
authors. This litany of credentials reveals Peter to be a “modern 
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version, in middle-class stereotype, of Everyman” (Zimbardo 46). 
He has been relatively successful in achieving the mythic “Ameri- 
can Way of Life,” which Brian Way associates with the “structure 
of images... [the] pattern to which many Americans tend to con- 
form” (26—27). Peter’s affluent, white collar embodiment of the all- 
American success image outdistances the achievements of most 
males. But Peter is separated, as Rose Zimbardo remarks, “from his 
own nature and from other people [by] material goods and the 
prefabricated ideas with which he surrounds himself. He has him- 
self carefully constructed his isolation” (46). 

Peter is uncomfortable discussing the facts of his social self 
with Jerry. “Bewildered by the seeming lack of communication” 
(15) in their social discourse, Peter tells Jerry: “You don’t really 
carry on a conversation; you just ask questions. And I’m...I’m 
normally...uh...reticent” (19). Peter interacts with Jerry out of 
politeness; cultural conditioning has led him to expect such ges- 
tures from himself and others. Yet, as will be revealed, Peter also 
shares with Jerry a kind of isolation; their solitary existences ini- 
tially draw them together (Bigsby 1992, 131). As a gender-coded 
American male, however, Peter assiduously avoids “talking about 
any subject that has real relevance, anything that has roots penetrat- 
ing the carefully prepared mask which he presents to the world, 
and even to himself” (Zimbardo 46). Such topics, according to 
Peter, are “none of [Jerry’s] business” (16). They also challenge the 
foundations of Peter’s perceptions, informed by his white 
heterosexuality, of the American masculine ethos and how he has 
come to construct his “prepared mask.” Is he the man among men 
who he aspires to be: dominant over women and without a trace 
of femininity within himself? Unknown to Peter, however, is Jerry’s 
motivation for talking to him. Jerry needs “to view his life with 
some semblance of true perspective” (Rutenberg 23), here measured 
by his approximation to Peter, the traditional male. Peter, on the 
other hand, is oblivious to any role he is to play in helping Jerry 
gain that perspective. 

Jerry’s curiosity about Peter’s life proves to be short-lived. His 
wish is to talk, to have Peter eventually understand that their inter- 
action has something to do with “go[ing] a very long distance... to 
come back a short distance correctly” (21). Throughout their social 
dialogue, Jerry tosses out arcane notions of this type to Peter with- 
out explaining what they mean. These thoughts do cohere, how- 
ever, in the personal dialogue at the end of their afternoon’s inter- 
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action. Until that point, such comments demarcate a shift in focus 
from Peter’s to Jerry’s social self. 

Out of both envy and contempt, Jerry pigeonholes himself as a 
social outcast in contrast to the successful Peter. To “make sense” 
of his life, to “[b]ring order” to it for Peter’s benefit (22), Jerry 
distinguishes himself from Peter through social dialogue. In the 
first of several lengthy monologues, Jerry hopes to allure Peter 
through their shared interest in descriptive language, as he dives 
into the unlocked “strongbox” of his life (23). He details those who 
live in his run-down boardinghouse and itemizes what he owns. 
He then personalizes his remarks by discussing his dead parents 
and sex: his mother was a whore, his father was a drunk; he neither 
sees women nor makes love with anyone more than once; he had 
an adolescent homosexual liaison with a Greek boy; and he has had 
to ward off the lusty, sweaty advances of his grotesque landlady.*! 
Jerry is “incapable of the relaxed, spontaneous flow associated with 
friendly conversation” (Rutenberg 19). Rather, Jerry “unburden[s] 
his mind of his private miseries and resentments in a flow of wild, 
scabrous, psychotic detail” (Atkinson). This detail is broken only 
by Peter’s slight, impersonal reactions. When asked about his own 
sex life and fantasies, Peter responds evasively: “I’d rather not talk 
about these things” (26). Embodying a “truly enviable innocence” 
(23), Peter does not believe that “others,” like Jerry, “really are” 
(28). He is shocked, embarrassed, disgusted, and irritated by Jerry’s 
candor. For himself, “fact is better left to fiction” (29). 

Peter is fascinated and repulsed by Jerry’s life. “Peter has been 
conditioned enough not to be too demanding or original,” as Ruten- 
berg remarks. “He is not used to voicing his own opinion, taking 
the initiative, or exerting pressure on those around him. It is not 
difficult, therefore, for Jerry to keep him listening” (22). Whereas 
Jerry (the talker} reminds Peter (the listener), “Nobody is holding 
you here; remember that” (29), it is Charlie (the listener) who indi- 
cates similar sentiments toward Erie (the talker) via his prolonged 
silences in Hughie. In a reversal of dramaturgical strategies, O’Neill 
keeps the monologuist Erie glued to the desk of the silent, inactive 
clerk, whereas Albee keeps the active, (relatively) silent listener 
Peter glued to the park bench hanging on to Jerry’s every word. 

Jerry’s persuasive, abrasive linguistic style effectively channels 
Peter’s willingness to be his audience. He convinces Peter that his 
telling of the zoo story is yet to come. Whereas O’Neill actually 
uses the through line of Hughie’s life as the narrative core for Erie’s 
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monologues, Albee only implies the zoo story as the anticipated 
end of Jerry’s narrative. While Erie speaks nonstop about Hughie, 
Jerry speaks about everything but the zoo. Rhetorically, Jerry dis- 
plays his mastery of the “promise without delivery” technique, one 
used by skillful jokers, for instance, who hold an audience’s atten- 
tion while delaying the punch line to a merciless extent. Unlike 
Erie’s single verbal strategy, Jerry successfully manipulates various 
theatrically oriented techniques to achieve his goal. 

For example, from the moment he encounters Peter, Jerry cre- 
ates a metatheatrical event, handling himself as a performer in front 
of a spectator. First, he establishes a social rapport with Peter, the 
warm-up technique of audience participation. Responding to an 
improvisational impulse, performer Jerry then reshapes his specta- 
tor’s input into a quasi-social—quasi-personal dialogue. This dia- 
logue extends into monologues as Jerry begins to establish his 
“character” for the approaching “performance” of what may be the 
telling of the zoo story. Meanwhile, conscious of his motivations 
and the artifice within which he performs, Jerry indicates the per- 
formance’s stage directions for the spectator’s benefit. Jerry tells 
Peter during the participatory section, for instance, that he (Jerry) 
will soon walk around and eventually sit down (19). To his unsus- 
pecting spectator, Jerry indicates exactly what he will do once his 
performance begins. All of this dramatic preparation builds to the 
staged event of the afternoon: “THE STORY OF JERRY AND THE 
DOG!” after which the master actor-director promises to tell “what 
happened at the zoo” (29). Finally alone in the spotlight, Jerry tells 
his lengthy tale. At this point, his communication with Peter is at 
its least cooperative in terms of creating a shared text. This piece 
of metatheater is not unlike O’Neill’s in Hughie: both use this tech- 
nique to dramatize sustained periods of men’s unsuccessful com- 
munication. Jerry’s sole wish is that Peter will be able to connect 
with the text upon its completion. Intent upon storytelling, Jerry 
hopes that he will survive his crisis initially through hearing the 
sound of his own voice. Meanwhile, Peter sits back in silence and 
listens. Jerry is in complete command of the dialogue’s discourse 
coherence. 

Jerry also takes command of the space, moving “with a great 
deal of action” as he tells his tale (29). The story begins with Jerry’s 
relationship to an absent woman, his drunken landlady. As the 
“object of her sweaty lust,” Jerry fools her daily into “believling] 
and reliv[ing] what never happened” between them (28). Satisfied, 
she leaves Jerry alone, yet her dog continues to torment the young 
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man. “Animals are indifferent to me...like people,” says Jerry, 
“but this dog wasn’t indifferent” (30). As such, these two males— 
Jerry and the dog, “malevolence with an erection” (32)—engage in 
a vicious battle over the dynamics of power within their relation- 
ship. According to the facts in Jerry’s story, whenever he entered 
his building, the landlady’s dog attacked him; he had clear passage 
whenever he left. Determined to connect with the dog and thereby 
come into his home without violence, Jerry tried to win the dog 
over with “kindness” (31)—bags of hamburger meat. Although the 
dog devoured the meat, he still attacked him. “Less offended than 
disgusted” (32), Jerry decided that the dog had an antipathy toward 
him and that only through a comparable act of “cruelty” might he 
connect with the animal (35). Thus, the young man fed poisoned 
meat to the beast. But Jerry did not want the dog to die. Rather, he 
saw truth embedded in their struggle, and, as he remarks, “I wanted 
the dog to live so that I could see what our new relationship might 
come to” (33). 

Prior to his speaking of the dog’s survival, Jerry implores Peter 
to “please understand... we have to know the effect of our actions” 
(33). Although the facts of the dog story are true, they are not really 
the narrative point: what Jerry intends is for Peter to understand 
how their own present struggle to connect is comparable to Jerry’s 
relationship with the animal. Jerry implies that both men need to 
be responsible for their communicative interaction with one an- 
other. After all, the effect of their actions directly reflects their 
ability to deal with the truth. By hinting at these connections, Jerry 
assumes he is communicating successfully with Peter; that is, that 
Peter understands what he is being told. His assumption, however, 
is premature. If anything, Jerry has had a hypnotic effect on his 
seated listener (34). Peter’s silence is neither a sign of comprehen- 
sion nor connection. 

With increasing rhetorical and physical tension, Jerry builds 
to the climax of his allegory, the reunion with his “friend,” the 
surviving animal: “I looked at him; he looked at me. I think...I 
think we stayed a long time that way...still, stone-statue...just 
looking at one another....But during that twenty seconds or two 
hours that we looked into each other’s face, we made contact. Now, 
here is what I wanted to happen: I loved the dog now, and I wanted 
him to love me....I hoped that the dog would understand” (34). 
Jerry wanted the dog, as well as Peter, to understand that without 
contact—without communication—there can be no possibility of 
love. Therefore, for a person to have “some way of dealing with 
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SOMETHING” (34), one must forgo indifference; and to deal is to 
make contact, to communicate, to unmask life of its illusions. Just 
as Jerry tried “to communicate one single, simple-minded idea” to 
the dog (35), so he hopes that Peter grasps the implications of his 
story about the power of communication. Jerry anticipates that his 
personal dialogue can be the “beginning of an understanding” be- 
tween the two men. Any denial of that understanding will make 
them more vulnerable to the dynamic of violence within uncoop- 
erative communication. 

In a disturbing denouement to this metatheater, Albee resolves 
Jerry’s relationship with the dog, in turn illuminating the dynamics 
of the two men’s interaction. Albee succinctly characterizes the 
limitations of male characters’ discourse as dramatized throughout 
the twentieth-century male-cast canon: 


Whenever the dog and I see each other we both stop where 
we are. We regard each other with a mixture of sadness and 
suspicion, and then we feign indifference. We walk past each 
other safely; we have an understanding. It’s very sad, but you'll 
have to admit that it is an understanding. We have made many 
attempts at contact, and we have failed.... We neither love nor 
hurt because we do not try to reach each other. (35-36) 


The indifference is similar to the indifference Jerry experiences 
when he attempts to communicate with people. Most characters in 
the male-cast canon are represented as accepting a comparable in- 
difference when they engage other men in dialogue. This linguistic 
and behavioral phenomenon is presented as a socialized and, at 
times, instinctual trait of the male “beast.” 

Although Jerry understands the existence of indifference in hu- 
man interaction, he resents the limitations it imposes upon inter- 
personal communication. Having shared earlier with Peter the con- 
ventional levels of male dialogue, Jerry intuits their social dialogue 
as “indifferent” involvement. Essentially, Jerry represents those 
male characters who cannot connect through a text that fails to 
require from its speaker and listener either compassion or pain. His 
efforts dramatize a recurring representation of men’s talk: connec- 
tions facilitated through social dialogue are generally superficial, 
evasive, and impersonal in their rigid cultural codings. Upon en- 
gaging topics within the theme of the American masculine ethos 
and male mythologies, men gain an unthreatening “free passage” 
of communication among themselves (35). By maintaining a text 
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whose discourse coherence remains within the topics of social dia- 
logue, men “walk past each other safely.” They have an under- 
standing to “not try to reach each other” in a personal, self-disclos- 
ing manner, since such behavior in American culture is heavily 
coded as feminine (Segal 165). 

Given the patterned discourse coherence of the male-cast 
canon, it is not surprising that Peter exclaims at the conclusion of 
Jerry’s tale, “I DON’T UNDERSTAND!...1 DON’T WANT TO 
HEAR ANYMORE. I don’t understand you, or your landlady, or her 
dog” (36-37). Peter essentially tells Jerry that he chooses not to 
engage in a communicative interaction based upon self-disclosing 
subject matter. As Albee has said of his characters: “all of my 
people are terribly articulate, they could communicate if they chose 
to. But they don’t choose to” (qtd. in Wallach 1988, 132). As with 
most representations of American male characters, Peter “flees from 
the responsibility that understanding would demand” (Zimbardo 
51). Like Charlie in Hughie, Peter’s “nonparticipation in the speech 
act symbolizes” what Kane calls a “withdrawal from temporal, spa- 
tial, or social reality” (19). Sitting on the bench for the first time in 
the play, Jerry wearily acknowledges his own otherness as the 
source of Peter’s misunderstanding. The younger man’s personal 
dialogue and his “performance” initiate neither an agreeable text 
nor an emotional sharing between the two men. Consequently, the 
characters are vulnerable to other dynamics of uncooperative com- 
munication as long as they remain in each other’s company. 

Committed to monopolizing Peter’s attention, to making con- 
tact with him and gaining some truth about human communication, 
Jerry is driven “to go a very long distance” in order “to come back 
a short distance correctly” (21). He recalls: “I have learned that 
neither kindness not cruelty by themselves, independent of each 
other, creates any effect beyond themselves; and I have learned 
that the two combined, together, at the same time, are the teaching 
emotion. And what is gained is loss” (35-36). Theoretically, Jerry 
adheres to the power of the “teaching emotion.” In actuality, he 
offers his story, his personal dialogue, to Peter as an act of “kind- 
ness.” But Peter rejects that kindness. Knowing that he must con- 
tinue to “go a very long distance,” Jerry then consciously activates 
the “cruelty” within himself in an effort “to come back a short 
distance” to the purity of his teaching emotion. This activation 
prefigures the play’s climax. Jerry’s cruelty is initially manifested 
through physical action, as the determined young man tickles Peter 
into delirium. This action is curiously appropriate. On the one 
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hand it allows Jerry to penetrate the ordered barriers of Peter’s 
social self, as the tickling unleashes Peter’s more spontaneous in- 
stincts in a chaotic surge of energy. But it also introduces the play’s 
most absurd elements in respect to male interaction. Hence, the 
initial joviality and childishness surrounding the tickling is un- 
usual adult male behavior. It breaks with the decorum of antici- 
pated masculine interaction.?? “I wouldn’t have expected it,” re- 
sponds Jerry to Peter’s “mad whimsy” (39). Nevertheless, their 
playfulness quickly metamorphoses into behavior that is likened 
to Jerry’s “cruel” behavior toward the dog, a development not 
wholly unlike men’s violent interaction throughout the canon 
when communication becomes progressively less cooperative. 

Having secured Peter’s attention, Jerry begins his zoo story. 
Wanting to infuse it with an allegorical significance comparable to 
the dog story, Jerry prefaces the tale by voicing his desire to under- 
stand “more about the way people exist with animals... [since] 
everyone [is] separated by bars from everyone else” (40). However, 
the spectator can safely assume along with Jerry that Peter still will 
not make any connection between Jerry’s stories and their immedi- 
ate interaction. This unawareness remains at the core of the men’s 
communicative imbalance. But Jerry knows better than to repeat 
techniques that have already proven themselves ineffective. Lan- 
guage and dialogue fail in The Zoo Story. Without any warning, 
Jerry abandons his previous kindness and storytelling in favor of 
physical and verbal cruelty. He masterfully manipulates his next 
performance back to an improvisational theater of abuse. He en- 
courages chaos, not order, as the text of their interaction. 

Hoping to jolt Peter out of his gender-coded identity into a 
kind of primal confrontation, Jerry appeals to the male “animal” 
within Peter (49). In a final effort to connect, Jerry assumes that 
Peter’s “other” side will respond to the alluring power plays of 
violence. Jerry’s tickles quickly escalate into pokes, punches, and 
pushes that, as in The Toilet, reflect the breakdown of order be- 
tween the men. Unlike the earlier dog story, Peter suddenly finds 
himself an active participant in Jerry’s living theater piece, his zoo 
story. Peter and his secluded bench are no longer safely discon- 
nected from other men. 

Desperate to realize his teaching emotion, Jerry abandons his 
story to focus on a concrete goal that will activate that emotion: the 
sole occupancy of the public park bench. By physically attacking 
Peter, Jerry hopes to intimidate him into taking an action—into 
fleeing the bench. With the prowess of an animal determined to be 
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king of the forest, Jerry couples his physical jabs with humiliating 
insults at the sacred foundation of Peter’s masculine identity. The 
now antagonistic young male devalues Peter’s home, wife, and chil- 
dren—the actual embodiments of the executive’s cultural success. 
Stalking his victim, Jerry probes Peter’s sense of the American mas- 
culine ethos: “You have everything, and now you want this bench. 
Are these the things men fight for?...[I]s this your honor?...Can 
you think of anything more absurd?” (44). Here, Albee intentionally 
questions not only Peter’s values, but those of the capitalistic patri- 
archy—as Mamet will do twenty-five years later in Glengarry Glen 
Ross—into which American men are socialized. Typical of the dy- 
namics within male-cast plays, the characters’ relationship as rep- 
resented within their dialogue is ultimately reduced to a power 
struggle. For Albee, it is frighteningly real that the only genuine 
contact Peter and Jerry seem capable of creating is a violent power 
play over the ownership of a material possession. As Bigsby notes, 
the play “seems to stand as an indictment of materialism” (1992, 
129). Any O’Neillian contact achieved between men through illu- 
sions and pipe dreams is no resolution for the men in Albee’s zoo. 

Through his cruelty, Jerry succeeds in shaking Peter’s walls of 
reserve and rationality. He also succeeds in establishing a text be- 
tween them, as Peter responds, “I want this bench to myself...GET 
AWAY FROM MY BENCH!” (44). However, in challenging Peter’s 
honor, Jerry slices directly through the once confident, powerful 
heart of Peter’s white heterosexual male identity. In response, Peter 
exclaims, “I’m not going to talk to you about honor, or even try to 
explain it to you.... You wouldn’t understand.” Reminiscent of an- 
other tragic American voice, Tennessee Williams’s Blanche DuBois, 
Jerry contemptuously replies: “You don’t even know what you're 
saying, do you?... Don’t you have any idea, not even the slightest, 
what other people need?” (45). Ironically, Peter has no conception 
that Jerry, of all people, just might understand—and if Jerry did 
not, he might at least try. Jerry recognizes that men can be like 
animals; men often persist in being “separated by bars” (40) of 
racial, ethnic, class, religious, and sexual identities amid their re- 
fusal to individualize, to humanize the other through self-disclos- 
ing dialogue. Jerry also intuits that men need to try to understand 
one another, no matter how complicated the process. Again, Albee 
brilliantly encapsulates the fear and denial that male characters 
experience as they attempt to connect more personally with one 
another. 

Since Jerry’s cruelty creates no effect beyond itself, Peter can- 
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not identify the young man’s needs. When Peter refuses to try to 
explain his ideas because he assumes that Jerry will not under- 
stand, Jerry turns to all-out violence. This action necessarily con- 
tributes to the evolution of his teaching emotion. For Jerry, there 
is no better time nor space than here in the park “to communicate 
one single, simple-minded idea” to Peter (35): that humans, unlike 
other animals, must take responsibility to understand one another 
if they are ever to overcome hatred or indifference to know love. 
Furthermore, the young man is determined to convince Peter that 
there is no honor in an isolated life that values a bench more than 
human contact. 

In a climax that some critics see as melodramatic and senti- 
mental (Atkinson; Esslin 267; Way 40), Jerry taunts Peter to defend 
“his” bench with a knife that he tosses at his feet. He is to defend 
the masculine ethos: to “fight for [his] self-respect ... two daugh- 
ters... wife...and manhood” (46-47). This overture to violence is 
a paradigmatic example of the action men initiate when they ut- 
terly fail to understand their diverse needs—but still find them- 
selves forced to deal with one another. However, the men’s vio- 
lence is not a contrived technical device or a “catastrophe” that 
Albee inserts in order to precipitate “a resolution of the situation” 
(Way 40). Throughout the male-cast canon, when men fail to pro- 
gress beyond social dialogue yet remain in the same time and space 
with one another, they create a violent dynamic. Since Peter 
chooses not to flee Jerry’s company, he leaves himself really only 
one viable alternative under the circumstances: to “fight like a 
man” in self-defense (45). Such are the codings in the semiotic of 
maleness, which define any man’s vulnerability as a feminine, 
emasculating weakness. Jerry’s drilling slaps and spits into Peter’s 
face are the final blows, therefore, as an enraged and now equally 
irrational Peter holds the knife out in order to defend himself. 
Peter, the embodiment of the American masculine ethos, is reduced 
to Jerry’s kind of animalistic behavior. With his survival at stake, 
Peter finally frees himself to take some action in order to under- 
stand the dynamics of his present interaction. Ironically, a man’s 
needs for survival have been the focus of Jerry’s dialogue from the 
start. But like most male characters, Peter does not acknowledge 
any relationship between his own needs and those of others until 
his personal survival is challenged. Then, and only then, does the 
“other” man truly exist. Peter’s final wish, however, is to remain 
isolated, to be left “alone” (47). 

Jerry comes to accept his success in reaching Peter. He sees in 
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Peter’s actions the other man’s need to survive and his ability to 
act upon that need. The truth that Jerry sets out to demonstrate 
prevails: for better or worse, all men are essentially the same. 
Working through kindness and then cruelty, therefore, Jerry must 
now unite the two if he hopes to create a vital and profound effect. 
The power of the teaching emotion is only realized through a stark 
combination of kindness and cruelty. Men must be made to witness 
the dictum, “what is gained is loss” (36). Numbed by indifference, 
a state he now shares with the dog, Jerry refuses to let indifference 
determine his contact with Peter. He is determined to intimidate 
Peter “into a real confrontation with the isolation and despair of 
the human condition” (Way 38). Through that confrontation he 
hopes to “bring out the feelings in Peter that might have made 
[their] sharing possible” (Swan); “a life lived without pain is a life 
without consciousness” (Bigsby 1992, 132). Thus, just prior to the 
curtain, Jerry charges Peter and impales himself on the knife. The 
silence that follows immortalizes the moment, the message, and the 
contact between the two men (47). Their connection is violently 
completed. Peter flees the death scene a different man—one who, 
Albee concludes, “is not going to be able to be the same person 
again” (qtd. in Sullivan 187). 

Unlike O’Neill’s characters, Albee’s men finally communicate 
more intimately through their silence than through their words. 
Even Jerry’s curtain speech is somewhat redundant in light of the 
resolution inherent in both men’s screams, which eventually pierce 
their devastating silence.2? The men’s connection to one another is 
complete, if only momentarily. Five years later, Baraka captures a 
similar connection in Foots and Karolis’s curtain tableau. Yet, few 
male characters throughout the canon experience these onstage mo- 
ments of personal connection—that is, a connection infused with 
the quality of insight, emotion, and comprehension inherent in 
Jerry’s teaching emotion. While not condoning violence, this posi- 
tion contextualizes it and dramatizes its relationship to the dy- 
namic of men’s personal communication. 

It is horrifying, of course, that the only real contact in The Zoo 
Story is realized at the end of a knife. How tragic and ironic that 
the price the characters pay for their understanding is death. But 
as Albee himself points out, Jerry is “oversane. Though he dies, he 
passes on an awareness of life” to Peter (qtd. in Gelb). Hence The 
Zoo Story and The Toilet dramatize men who do personally con- 
nect, achieving—however briefly—a dynamic often unrealized in 
male-cast plays. Like Karolis’s and Foots’s lives, Jerry’s and Peter’s 
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lives are profoundly changed by interacting with each other. Unlike 
most male characters upon the conclusion of their interaction, nei- 
ther Albee’s (Way 38; Zimbardo 49) nor Baraka’s couples remain 
as they once were. Both sets of men are given the chance “to ad- 
vance as human being[s],” as Katharine Worth observes about 
Albee’s play; theirs “is a moment of evolutionary choice” (42). Can 
they return to the familiar, standard pipe dreams of O’Neill’s Erie 
and Charlie? Whereas José Quintero maintains that “fantasies... are 
necessary [and] life-giving” for O’Neill’s men, one can argue that 
such illusions violate human reality and dignity in Albee’s and 
Baraka’s texts. Both writers insist that their characters grapple with 
the limitations inherent in the American masculine ethos and male 
mythologies. In doing so, they represent characters who have an 
opportunity to connect with one another as individuals rather than 
as gender-coded, social constructs. “Because humans create their 
fictions, they can both control and change them.... hold[ing] forth 
the possibility...that the disintegration of an old identity...may 
be the means for a new, more consciously formed personality” 
(Anderson 106). At the end of their interaction, which is paradoxi- 
cally and ironically at the “beginning of [their] understanding” 
(Albee 35), Albee’s and Baraka’s men recognize their otherness, 
their difference within. If only for their representation of this dy- 
namic within and between men, The Zoo Story and The Toilet 
remain revolutionary male-cast plays. 

Unfortunately, the canon repeatedly offers its characters only 
O’Neill’s illusions or Baraka’s and Albee’s violence as viable 
choices for overcoming their uncooperative communication. A 
third option, particularly involving self-disclosing dialogue, re- 
mains a rare choice. The dramatic representation of American men 
among men is, in many ways, still stuck in Albee’s zoo. 

Granted, The Zoo Story and The Toilet are extreme theatrical 
representations of men. However, each play implicitly challenges 
us to imagine other levels of character interaction in other dramatic 
contexts. They ask us to consider those male behaviors that deviate 
from the expectations and role models established within the domi- 
nant culture—especially as men encounter the potential destruc- 
tiveness in communicating uncooperatively among themselves. 
Each play raises questions regarding the universality or perva- 
siveness in the male-cast canon of this central issue: is “the prob- 
lem” for male characters, as Jane Brody concludes about The Zoo 
Story, “not within a relationship, but in forming a relationship”? 

Charged with the psychological and emotional complexities of 
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what it means to be a man or Man in America, Albee’s and Baraka’s 
characters engage in violent power plays over their rights to self- 
identification, as well as to their connections with other men. This 
struggle continues to rage within the American male’s (un)con- 
scious, as represented in American drama.24 Speaking of Albee’s 
play, Walter Kerr asks, “Does modern man have to murder someone 
before he can establish an emotional relationship with him?” 
(1960). As an absurdist writer, Albee horrifies us with his image of 
men’s soullessness and isolation. As a realist, Albee—like Baraka— 
dares American playwrights to invalidate his perceptions of male 
communication. Aspiring to create in The Zoo Story a shared male 
dialogue that liberates one’s self-identity, Albee pursues a very real 
struggle that O’Neill conveniently bypasses in Hughie through the- 
atrical conventions and stereotypes. Out of necessity, Albee pene- 
trates O’Neill’s silence, exposes its vulnerability, and pursues its 
alternatives. Only within the last ten to fifteen years have American 
playwrights created alternatives to Albee’s violent representation 
of male interaction. Nearly all male-cast plays written since 1959 
have contended with, if not responded directly to, the challenge of 
Albee’s vision in The Zoo Story. His text points to the hitherto 
“un-American,” uncharted dramaturgical territory yet to be tra- 
versed by our native playwrights: to present American men among 
themselves who not only engage in self-disclosing dialogue but are 
also nonviolent individuals. 
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Albee’s The Zoo Story and Baraka’s The Toilet dramatize the extent 
to which a male will engage in violent power plays in an effort to 
forge an identity and to pursue a connection with other men. Jerry’s 
and Karolis’s struggles are all too familiar in the male-cast canon. 
Time and again, male characters face the failure of their social 
dialogue. Unlike those few men—O’Neill’s Charlie in Hughie, for 
instance—who retreat into silence when communication breaks 
down, most male characters at some point during their interaction 
resort to verbal abuse or physical violence or both of the kind that 
Albee’s and Baraka’s males exhibit. Frequently, men reengage co- 
operative communication only after such violence has occurred. 
And if their talk resumes, it generally moves from social to personal 
dialogue. There is, therefore, more often than not, a direct link—a 
cause and effect relationship—between the experience of violence 
among male characters and their subsequent engagement of per- 
sonal dialogue. 

The next two chapters focus on plays that derive their dis- 
course coherence from characters’ insistence upon and realization 
of personal dialogue. The first of these plays, Miguel Pifiero’s Short 
Eyes, David Rabe’s Streamers, and Robin Swados’s A Quiet End are 
set in confining institutional environments: a prison, a military bar- 
racks, and a hospice, respectively. In this book’s introduction I 
argue the position (one that qualifies Carol Rosen’s view on the 
limitations of such settings [22]) that institutional settings afford the 
characters of male-cast plays a freedom of self-expression, or indi- 
vidualization. If they are not drunk or drugged, most American 
male dramatic characters speak freely, that is, personally, with one 
another only if they are “literally... condemned to be free” (Rosen 
24). Hence, the paradoxical title of this chapter. As a critical com- 
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plement to this discussion, chapter 4 focuses on those plays in 
which men who are not confined to institutional settings desire to 
speak personally with one another. 


Short Eyes, Miguel Piñero 


Rosen’s observation that Kenneth Brown (The Brig), Brendan Behan 
(The Hostage), and Jean Genet (Deathwatch) “all had first-hand ex- 
perience of the ordeal of the prisoner, and... bring the impact of 
that experience to bear on their approaches to drama” (148) also 
applies to Puerto Rican American playwright Miguel Piñero. Piñero 
wrote his award-winning Short Eyes while he was a prisoner at 
Sing Sing, serving a five-year sentence for armed robbery. Upon his 
release in 1973, Piñero joined The Family, a unique theater group 
composed primarily of male former prison inmates. The group was 
founded by Marvin Felix Camillo, its director, in 1972. The Fam- 
ily’s production of Short Eyes, after its successful run at the New 
York Shakespeare Festival in 1974, was named the year’s Best 
American Play by the New York Drama Critics Circle and the re- 
cipient of an Obie Award as Best New American Play. Upon the 
occasion of Pifiero’s untimely death at the age of forty-one, Joseph 
Papp, the producer of Short Eyes, praised Piñero as “the first Puerto 
Rican to really break through and be accepted as a major writer for 
the stage” (qtd. in Bennetts).1 

Short Eyes mimics the realistic detail of daily prison life. A 
two-act play with an epilogue, Pifiero’s work basically adheres to 
the neoclassic unities, following the inmates from morning to eve- 
ning in a single locale. Each of the three sections of the play occurs 
at a discrete period of the day. From their moment-to-moment 
coded conversations (Piñero even provides a glossary of the prison- 
ers’ slang at the end of his text for his reader’s reference) to their 
innocuous, regimented chores, the incarcerated men participate, 
according to Piñero, in “a society within a society.” Prison is “a 
reflection of life in the streets,” says the playwright; “the jargon 
may be different, but we think and feel the same as on the streets 
and we recreate that in prison.” “There’s tension in the streets, but 
there’s concentrated tension in prison and not the same outlets. 
You release it by masturbation, fighting, all sports. You know, you 
build your own routines” (qtd. in Wahls; emphasis added). 

The range of these routines—sports, fighting, sex talk—is famil- 
iar to us. They are coded as masculine within the prison as well 
as within the society that contains the prison. They also extend to 
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the ordinariness of the discourse coherence in the men’s initial 
talk. Yet unlike many playwrights’ renderings of the linear progres- 
sion of men’s realist dialogue (that is, from social dialogue to vio- 
lence to personal dialogue), Piñero constructs a stage talk in act 1 
that moves from conventional social dialogue to physical violence 
to social dialogue and back to violence. This cycle is eventually 
broken when two men are left alone together to engage in personal 
dialogue. Their interaction changes, however, upon the reentry of 
the other inmates, which reactivates verbal and physical violence 
at the end of the act. 

Gathering in the dayroom of their “House of Detention” at the 
opening of act 1 (Piñero 1975, 5),? seven inmates immediately es- 
tablish the coded duality of their gendered roles to one another. 
Through their social dialogue, the racially mixed group of men 
address Julio “Cupcakes” Mercado—the young, beautiful Latino— 
as the object of their desire, as the object of their verbal masturba- 
tion. Despite his resistance to their naming of him, Cupcakes is 
marked by the men as the sexual “other.” “In the penal institution, 
totally run and inhabited by men, where the male is the absolute 
master,” Carla McDonough proposes, “femininity must be con- 
structed out of masculinity” (199). Here, Cupcakes’s (male) adoles- 
cent prettiness codes him feminine. His presence makes visible the 
coded cultural politics of Beauvoir’s Self/Other model and the oth- 
erwise absent woman.’ Cupcakes “enjoys all the attention that he 
receives from the other love-starved prisoners,” remarks Camillo; 
he is the prisoners’ “youth, hope, and [is] very vulnerable because 
of his own fears” (xiii). 

The sexual uneasiness created by these introductory speeches 
in the play serves, in fact, as a useful frame within which to con- 
sider the men’s communicative interaction throughout Short Eyes. 
Within the play’s semiotic of maleness, sexual anxiety subsumes 
the racial, class, ethnic, and religious tensions also evident in the 
dialogue. Although these latter tensions surface in the men’s talk— 
and any one may well be a point from which a conflict begins— 
they are displaced by the perceived or desired transgressions of 
one’s sexual identity. The men’s discourse of sex also graphically 
thrusts man’s body into the dramatic arena of reference, play, and 
appropriation. For this reason, the male body becomes a possible 
object for other men’s erotic desires. Up to this point in the analysis 
of male-cast plays, only gay drama (as discussed in chapter 1) has 
deliberately positioned the male body as a sexual object. Men in 
confined, institutional settings, like the characters in Short Eyes, 
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bring their bodies into the (performance) space of (the) play.* In the 
texts analyzed here and in chapter 4, the male body is present, 
active, and demanding to be dealt with when any men are among 
themselves. 

After the identification of Cupcakes as “other,” the politics of 
the men’s “home” splits again, this time along black and white 
lines. William “El Raheem” Johnson, an outspoken Black Muslim 
committed to “teaching his truth about the original black man” 
(Camillo xiii), clashes with Charlie “Longshoe” Murphy, a wise- 
cracking, rough Irishman. Longshoe is sick of hearing E] Raheem’s 
spiritual ranting; El Raheem is undeterred by this “Yacoub,” or 
white devil. The relationship between these two men encapsulates 
the racial tension in this roomful of prisoners. They verbally and 
physically abuse one another throughout their morning activities. 
Yet, even these supposed staunch enemies later unite in violence 
to punish a prisoner who is perceived to be a sexual deviant. 

The sexual and racial tensions in the dayroom—all part of the 
daily routine that Piñero speaks of—are contained by the generally 
invisible presence of the prison guard, Mr. Nett. Once visible in the 
room, however, Nett relies upon social dialogue to reassert the 
power of the system over each prisoner. In an exchange with Omar, 
for instance, Nett reminds the virile, black amateur boxer that he 
may not be able to secure him a prison job if Omar cannot guaran- 
tee that he will break his routine of fighting with other men. Omar’s 
response: “I can’t give you my word on something like that....My 
word is my bond. Man in prison ain’t got nothing but his word, and 
he’s got to be careful who and how and for what he give it for” 
(13). One’s naming of a personal truth—a man’s word is his bond— 
is taken seriously in this room. 

Nett, the white authority figure, along with the other prison 
guards, embodies Foucault’s “privileged locus of realization” (1979, 
249). With his seemingly “permanent gaze” (Foucault 1979, 250), 
Nett controls his prisoners regardless of his presence or absence. 
The authority that Nett represents ultimately contains the prison- 
ers’ actions. He punishes, denies, permits, or encourages behaviors 
that mirror the patriarchal mechanism of subject-object authority 
outside the prison. From Nett’s subject position of power, each 
prisoner remains necessarily “other.” Nett’s absence from the day- 
room, however, prompts two contrasting hierarchies of authority 
to surface among the men in the room. In this shift of power posi- 
tions, the prisoners create two determinants of “otherness” among 
themselves. The first, and most obvious, is racial identity. The pre- 
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dominantly African American and Puerto Rican American group 
of inmates codes Longshoe, the only white in the dayroom, as the 
“other.” But the alternative identification of the “other” as sexual 
object—that is, the remaining men’s relegation of a male to a female 
position—crosses over racial boundaries. In Pifiero’s play, as well 
as in most realist interracial male-cast dramas, the naming of the 
“other” as sex object is color-blind. Its definition is determined by 
who pursues the object for sexual pleasure: either as a compro- 
mised substitute for the Other, an absent woman (the case for 
heterosexual men) or as an intended partner (the case for homosex- 
ual or bisexual inmates). When Netts departs the dayroom, black 
and white alike unite to participate in a discourse of sexual desire, 
as most of them pursue and harass the unyielding “parfait,” Cup- 
cakes (125). 

In making known their lust, Paco, Omar, and Juan tease and 
bluntly confront Cupcakes. “Why not let me fuck you?” challenges 
the older Juan, as Cupcakes affirms, “That’s definitely out” (18). El 
Raheem speaks only after Omar, his black brother, joins in the 
inmates’ queer talk. Such speech, El Raheem argues, is not “black 
original man talk”; homoerotic speech reflects the “thinking [of] the 
white devils, Yacoub,” who “infects the mind of [E] Raheem’s] 
people like a fever.”5 Reading El Raheem’s comment for its ironic 
logic, we see that both black and white are guilty of racism (white 
devils infect blacks, and E] Raheem hates whites), but only the 
“real” black man is homophobic and, therefore, the exemplary, 
original man. A true man, by El Raheem’s definition, is necessarily 
homophobic. 

The African American’s interruption of the multiracial group’s 
sex talk predictably redirects the social dialogue. Piñero has al- 
ready established that El Raheem and Longshoe will bypass the 
sexual innuendos of the others to clash over issues of racial purity 
and superiority. After briefly tolerating El Raheem’s word game, 
which is intended to frustrate him (in its overall cleverness and 
speed, it is akin to the dozens played in The Toilet), Longshoe 
speaks the unforgivable: he insults Allah. El Raheem responds with 
physical violence to Longshoe’s verbal offense. Social dialogue 
gives way to the uncooperative communication of physical abuse. 
Nett reappears on the scene, but, with an ironic twist, the patriar- 
chal authority figure whose job it is to control the inmates lets the 
men’s uncooperative communication be resolved in combat. His 
actual control is never threatened; Nett chooses to remain in the 
room to witness and to officiate over the contest. Adhering to the 
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powers of the masculine ethos, which value a man’s virile defense 
of his beliefs, Nett sanctions an all-out fight. 

As embodied in Nett, the patriarchal system in effect condones 
violence as a way for men to deal with their differences. Violence 
is coded in the play’s semiotic of maleness; it is not just, as Ariel 
Ruiz suggests, “a response to the monotony and alienation charac- 
teristic of the prison” (96). Nett knows that as prisoners, no inmates 
are “really gonna end up the winner[s]” (21). Nett lets the men box 
and wrestle one another, calling a halt only when the black man 
appears to be the likely winner. Nett uses his power as white 
authority figure to privilege Longshoe over El Raheem. Here, race 
distinguishes men among themselves, as the power outside the 
room, now inside the room, determines the outcome of the confron- 
tation. This battle between races encourages each man to locate 
with his own racial group at the fight’s closure: Puerto Rican 
Americans “go to their table,” (22), African Americans to theirs, 
and white to his. This altercation, however, is the last instance in 
which race is presented overtly as the primary division between 
the inmates. Sexual “otherness” will once again replace racial dif- 
ference as the great divide among men in this “school of self aware- 
ness” (22). For this reason, Steven Hart’s claim that “the most im- 
portant theme in Short Eyes is the relationship between individual 
responsibility and the issue of racism” (436) slights the play’s the- 
matic density. 

To break the stressful postfight atmosphere in the dayroom, 
Cupcakes takes it upon himself to entertain the inmates with a 
fictional dimension of social dialogue, not unlike Roma and 
Levene’s metatheatrics in Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross: first, Cup- 
cakes performs as an MC while the other Puerto Rican Americans 
bang out rhythms on their table; and second, he offers a raplike 
prison toast, a “long epic poem created and recited by prisoners for 
diversion” (126). Cupcakes must be coaxed to perform the toast, 
however, after his initial role-playing. Paco pinches Cupcakes’s 
buttocks in between “acts,” causing the young man to withdraw 
from his playfulness. Cupcakes is the only male in the room with 
the physical beauty (coded by the majority of men in the room as 
feminine beauty) and behavioral abandon (which the men interpret 
as flirtatious and available conduct, again aligned with femaleness) 
to transport the others into a realm of sexual fantasy and pleasure. 
His actions, which step out of the traditional masculine mode, are 
viewed by most of the inmates as a signal to liberate their own 
libidos. Communal sexual spontaneity, animated at the end of Cup- 
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cakes’s performance, incites the other inmates to chase him, with 
all his virginal appeal, around the room. This seemingly innocent 
homosocial, erotic foreplay stands in stark contrast to the complexi- 
ties of sexual identity and sexual otherness that disrupt it when 
Clark Davis, a new white prisoner, enters the penal “home.” 

The subjects of the social dialogue in the introductory scene 
between Clark and the veteran inmates—sex, race, sex—mirror the 
overall structure of the play’s discourse coherence. Youthful, hand- 
some Clark is immediately pegged as a potential sexual object for 
the men; Paco slips into Spanish to remark that Clark “esta’ bueno” 
(25). Longshoe, a “homey” to the white man (26), does not deny 
the newcomer’s appeal, but he does insinuate that Clark is not like 
Cupcakes. It is not surprising that Longshoe, obligated by the code 
that operates on the multiracial group’s coherent identity as well 
as driven by his own obsession with race relations, shifts the dia- 
logue’s topic from sex to race. The Irishman maps out for Clark the 
room’s terrain, pointing out the racially segregated areas along with 
the dos and donts of interracial mingling. Longshoe’s instructions 
warn Clark about the violence that he could encounter if he acts 
improperly; the constant threat is coded into the men’s talk and 
actions with one another. He is especially concerned that Clark 
know that whites are “the minority here, so be cool” (27). “Niggers 
and the spics don’t give us honkies much trouble,” the older white 
adds, but Clark is still never to get too close to anyone. 

Longshoe saves the most grave demand for last: “You’re a 
good-looking kid.... You ain’t stuff [i.e., gay] and you don’t want 
to be stuff. Stay away from the bandidos [i.e., those who chase 
attractive young prisoners for sexual purposes]” (28). Once again, 
the homosexual/heterosexual dichotomy presents itself as a source 
of disconnection between men more volatile than racial difference. 
Identification with maleness remains one’s chief bond with other 
men. In a realist nongay play, therefore, the issue of sexual orienta- 
tions will determine, textually or subtextually (that is, consciously 
or unconsciously), the progression of interactive and communica- 
tive dynamics. 

Returning to homosexuality as his final topic, Longshoe 
reaffirms the heterosexual masculine ethos for all the men. Even 
within the all-male context of the prison, this ethos identifies sex 
objects for the racially and sexually unspecific subject’s pleasure 
and domination. While Paco is identified by Longshoe as a ban- 
dido, for instance, he is not stuff. Juan, Ice, and Omar are also ready 
bandidos. Within the prison, homosexuality is tolerated if it substi- 
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tutes for (the allegedly preferred) heterosexuality, yielding a hybrid 
bisexuality. The man placed in the object position assumes the role 
that otherwise would be thrust upon a woman. Accordingly, the 
male aggressor retains his privileged masculine position as subject 
in the matrix. The male relegated to an archetypal homosexual 
object position is decidedly “other.” He substitutes for the absent 
woman and he takes on, as it were, all her marginalized social, 
political, and sexual identities.® 

The social dialogue between Longshoe and Clark is short-lived, 
as Nett reappears to disrupt it with an unexpected, violent mono- 
logue. Within moments of having warned his “homey” against men’s 
sexual advances, Longshoe listens to Nett name Clark a “short eyes” — 
a child molester (29). Without hesitation, Longshoe transforms his 
position to one of absolute rejection, since Clark, in his eyes, is a 
sexual pervert. Homosexuality is repulsive to Longshoe, as well as to 
the other inmates, yet no crime is as vile as child molestation. 

Nett threatens “the sick fucking degenerate” that he can “break 
[Clark’s] face so bad [his] own mother won’t know [{him],” that he 
will “take a night stick and ram it clean up [Clark’s] asshole” (29, 
30). Nett reveals that his eight-year-old daughter was assaulted by 
one of Clark’s kind. Letting himself be known via this intimate 
detail regarding an absent female, Nett ushers in a structural shift 
in the talk, anticipating the elimination of social dialogue. From 
this point on, the discourse coherence will be marked by a tension 
between the uncooperative communication of violence and the in- 
tensity of self-disclosure in personal dialogue. This shift is signaled 
by Longshoe’s spitting in Clark’s face. It is a gesture in which noth- 
ing is left to be said, and yet everything remains to be said. Long- 
shoe forgoes any racial solidarity with his white brother or solidar- 
ity on the grounds of their heterosexuality. He declares unequivo- 
cally his own sexual normalcy and bonds with the remaining in- 
mates, who are also, presumably, straight. In this regard, gender 
identity and sexual orientation take precedence over the “pro- 
grams” of conduct based upon racial and ethnic differences.” The 
“law of survival” (75) demands that any prisoner must first estab- 
lish his manhood, usually accomplished by his willingness to fight 
to defend it. If a man fails, he is labeled a “creep” (44, 124), a 
sexual deviant, the target for all other prisoners’ abuse. 

The discourse coherence for the remainder of the act moves 
from lengthy personal dialogue (of a confessional mode similar to 
Erie’s musings in Hughie or Jerry’s monologue in The Zoo Story) 
back to swift, spontaneous violence (of the type in The Toilet). Left 


140 


LIBERATION IN CONFINEMENT 


alone in the dayroom after most of the inmates leave to do their 
daily chores, Clark and Juan have a prolonged discussion, during 
which Juan asks probing personal questions about Clark’s crime. 
Clark is unabashedly candid in his detailed responses. This com- 
municative dynamic is notably different from that in many non- 
institutional plays. Juan and Clark engage forthrightly in personal 
exchange. Most importantly, Juan acknowledges in his responses 
that he hears everything the new inmate says. This does not imply 
that Juan accepts or “understands” everything (39); rather, it high- 
lights the fact that Juan never denies that Clark speaks self-disclos- 
ingly and that he, Juan, at least hears the other man’s words. 

At this point, it is important to recall a primary interest of this 
study: to reveal how the discourse coherence in a male-cast play 
arrives finally at sustained personal dialogue. In doing so, one can 
acknowledge how the realist play “works” by focusing on how the 
talk works between the characters. Prior to Clark and Juan’s private 
conversation, the discourse coherence in Pifiero’s play is strikingly 
similar to that represented in the six plays previously analyzed. 
That is, the men’s talk initially rises out of a commitment to the 
masculine ethos (which includes a possible focus on absent 
women). If the talk progresses beyond this dynamic of social dia- 
logue, it becomes violence driven. However, as Clark and Juan 
sustain their personal dialogue, Short Eyes takes on a crucial fea- 
ture of most institutional plays: many men who are captive in 
confining institutions eventually respond to their circumstance by 
being verbally intimate. This same intimacy is evident in many 
noninstitutional plays where characters drink or take drugs. (The 
noninstitutional plays that I discuss in chapter 4 are among the rare 
exceptions to this latter observation.) It is fair to say, therefore, that 
Clark’s expression of personal detail to another man is not unlike 
the discourse coherence of the drunk and drugged men in Jason 
Miller’s That Championship Season, Mart Crowley’s The Boys in 
the Band, and a great many other noninstitutional male-cast plays. 

Self-disclosure, therefore, turns out to be a fairly common, al- 
beit conditional, feature of male-cast plays. Most, after all, involve 
characters who drink, take drugs, or are restricted to a confining 
institution. Yet, what is the content, the detail of that private talk? 
At this more confidential level of cooperative communication, 
males assert their right to individualization. Whereas men differen- 
tiate only slightly from one another when they engage the discourse 
of the masculine ethos, they become self-identified beings during 
personal dialogue. 
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A revealing feature of men’s often hard-earned personal dia- 
logue, however, is a paradoxical sameness in their immediate fanta- 
sies and fears. In the deeper structure of their dialogue, male char- 
acters express individual concerns about many of the same topics: 
home, survival, a desire to be understood, and an awareness of the 
difference within. In his revealing monologues to Juan, Clark oddly 
enough reconnects with and identifies himself as another kind of 
archetypal American Male character, one who frees his inner strug- 
gles by truthfully telling his story. Less important, then, than the 
specific details of Clark’s personal story, or those of any character’s 
to be discussed in the remainder of this book, is the interactive 
dynamic between speaker and listener that, in enabling men to 
sustain personal dialogue, sheds light on the question of male rep- 
resentation. 

Regarding Clark’s individualization, first Juan directly asks 
Clark for the truth about his crime: “did you really do it?” (31). In 
his struggle to answer Juan’s question, Clark traces his history as a 
child rapist through a series of monologues. (One can hardly avoid 
mention that much of the focus is on an “absent woman.” He re- 
lates “little picture incidents” about the little girls whom he abused 
[34], citing with a seemingly unconscious, racist overtone his pref- 
erence for third world children.) Pivotal in distinguishing the pro- 
gression of discourse coherence in Short Eyes from that of the pre- 
viously analyzed plays is that Clark not only volunteers innermost 
details from his life but also responds honestly to Juan’s inquiries 
about his feelings surrounding these facts. Juan’s willingness to 
listen to and to respond to that which he hears is a relatively com- 
mon occurrence in plays sét in confining institutions—decidedly 
not the case for noninstitutional plays. These two settings, after all, 
are coded differently within the semiotic of maleness as repre- 
sented in male-cast plays. When Juan permits Clark to tell his pri- 
vate story, to “run it,” agreeing to participate in a talk exchange, 
their shared dynamic is a far cry from the basically uncooperative 
communication that can characterize male strangers in noninstitu- 
tional settings, such as those in Hughie and The Zoo Story. 

During his graphic narrative and reflective commentary, Clark 
admits that the boundaries between his “conscious [and] subcon- 
scious” are blurred (37). This state of mind relaxes self-censoring 
during his confessions to Juan, as his fantasies and fears rush to the 
foreground. Clark divulges that “something drove” him to his 
crimes: “I wanted to stop, really I did...I just didn’t know 
how. ...I know what’s right and I know what I’m doing is wrong, 


142 


LIBERATION IN CONFINEMENT 


yet I can’t stop myself” (39). And in an appeal that recalls Jerry’s 
plea to Peter in Albee’s play, Clark finally implores, “Juan, try to 
understand me.” 

There is a noteworthy difference, however, in Peter’s and 
Juan’s responses. Peter replies to Jerry: “Why did you tell me all 
of this? ...I DON’T UNDERSTAND! ...I DON’T WANT TO HEAR 
ANY MORE. I don’t understand you” (Albee 36-37). Juan, on the 
other hand, replies to Clark, “Motherfucker, try to understand 
you...if I wasn’t trying to, I would have killed you” (Pifiero 1975, 
39). Juan’s response is extraordinary for male dramatic talk. 
Pifiero’s choice creates a striking dramatic option for male charac- 
ters’ interaction. Again, this observation is remarkable not because 
a character understands a specific detail about another character, 
but rather because a male listener acknowledges that a male 
speaker who is clearly “other” still deserves to be heard. In and of 
itself, it is a sign of neither the listener’s agreement with nor con- 
demnation of the talk’s content. Rather, it is a sign of mutual par- 
ticipation in a process that values an ongoing exchange between 
or among individuals. Such listening is part of not only Clark and 
Juan’s cooperative communication, but of any successful communi- 
cative process between or among men who engage personal dia- 
logue. 

Juan is not without conflict in listening to Clark. “Shit, why the 
fuck did you have to tell me all of it,” Juan asks. “Why the hell did 
you have to make me your father confessor? Why? Why didn’t you 
stop, why?” (40). Clark’s response accurately substantiates the con- 
versational dynamic the two men mutually established: “Cause you 
asked....I needed to tell it all...to someone...Juan, you were 
willing to listen.” Unlike Moss in Glengarry Glen Ross, who impli- 
cates Aaronow in his robbery plans simply because his apprehen- 
sive colleague listens to those plans (Mamet 1984, 46), Clark ac- 
knowledges Juan’s willful participation in their conversation. Juan 
not only asks questions of Clark, he also reacts to Clark’s narrative. 
Yet, Juan, “the listener...the compassionate” one (37), makes it 
clear that only he is trying to understand Clark. Juan knows that 
he does not speak for the men who are about to reenter the day- 
room. “If you remain on this floor you’re asking to die,” Juan warns 
Clark. “You’ll be committing involuntary suicide” (39). Juan recog- 
nizes the aggressive, judgmental power of this group’s authority 
over the “other.” The exercise of that real power, after all, is part 
of the male’s prerogative in his prison routine. This foreshadowing 
of violence manifests itself repeatedly through the remainder of the 


143 


ACT LIKE A MAN 


play. Framing its actual physical manifestations is a “rhetoric of 
violence” (de Lauretis 32). This rhetoric alternates with personal 
dialogue to characterize the remaining discourse coherence in act 
2 and the epilogue. 

Act 1 ends violently. The remaining prisoners interrupt Clark 
and Juan when they return to the dayroom. From the moment Clark 
is identified as short eyes, he is marked by his fellow prisoners as 
the “lowest, most despicable” “other” in this male ordering (126) 
and by his sheer presence becomes the focus of the conversation. 
Here, the embodiment of the “other” amid a male group restricts 
the characters’ interaction to violent behavior or personal dialogue. 
Clark’s presence guarantees that a cycle of violence and personal 
dialogue will denote the interaction. Clark and all that he represents 
interrupt the room’s order and, paradoxically, reaffirm that order. 

Soon after their reentry to the dayroom, the convicts gang up 
on Clark in a chorus of metalinguistic taunts: “Did you say some- 
thing,” “You got something you wanna say,” “Don’t talk to yourself 
too loud,” and “Talk to the shitbowl” (44-45). One of the African 
Americans, Ice, also calls Clark a “faggot” (44), a slur that will 
become more meaningful to the dynamics later in the day. For 
now, however, it is revealing that Juan distinguishes himself from 
the vicious perpetrators simply by asking them to “drop it... cut it 
loose” because “the dude is a sicky” (45). The other men respond 
to Juan’s request as indefensible. Ice warns Juan, “[D]on’t know 
why you wanna put front for that freak....don’t go against your 
own people.” Ice acknowledges that Clark brings both racial and 
sexual issues to bear. Yet he challenges Juan to deny that he is 
“out of order” in his effort to protect Clark (46). Ice essentially 
demands that each man in the room identify his allegiance to or- 
der—the codes of male identity and power. Hesitant to do so, Juan 
(already out of order, so to speak, as one of the “other” men who 
engages personal dialogue) leaves the dayroom with Cupcakes (also 
“other” in the men’s group). Clark now has no ally in the room. 
He is at the mercy of the remaining men, who insist that the power 
of masculine sameness—established in terms of heterosexual/ 
homosexual opposition—bonds them together as “real,” “straight” 
Men. This confirms what is in fact true for most male characters. 
Despite their racial (or class, or religious) identities and allegiances, 
men diminish the significance of such codings in favor of culturally 
sanctioned, homosocial bonding (Sedgwick 1985, 1—11). 

Within moments of Juan and Cupcakes’s departure, Clark is 
harassed, mocked, and terrorized by the lingering convicts. His 
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immediate threat is Longshoe, who assumes that his shared white- 
ness with Clark justifies his right to assault him. Once Longshoe 
strikes Clark, he is open to the others’ attack. The prisoners alter 
their program to allow interracial assault on short eyes. In a scene 
reminiscent of The Toilet, the hostile, united convicts—Anglo 
American, African American, and Puerto Rican American alike— 
push, hit, and kick Clark before picking up their screaming victim 
and plunging him headfirst into a urine-filled toilet bowl. Even the 
authority figure, Nett, reappears momentarily in the dayroom, only 
to turn his back on, and thereby sanction, this brutality and humili- 
ation. In Pifiero’s prison, the punishment of the deviant, the “fag- 
got,” rests inside the law. Clark’s bashing is perfectly acceptable 
within the order of this room, which condones the exercise of 
“real” men’s power over the “other.” 

At the beginning of act 2, a half hour after Clark’s dunking in 
the toilet, the convicts (sans Clark) are still passing time in the 
dayroom. Juan, the “Poet,” leaves the space to receive a visitor (60). 
Despite Longshoe’s efforts to talk Juan into refusing this company, 
Juan affirms that “visits and mail...that’s my ounce of freedom 
and I ain’t gonna give it up for nobody” (64). Juan’s freedom is his 
connection with those who are outside the confined institution. All 
his actions (including his efforts at good behavior) reflect his desire 
to exist again outside the prison. Choking on his own anger, his 
own resistance, and his inability to connect with anyone, Longshoe 
gets ill from drugs he has taken. The lingering convicts help him 
out of the dayroom, leaving Cupcakes, who is taking a shower, 
alone with Paco. 

The remaining movements in act 2 are pivotal ones, in which 
the male characters struggle to connect personally with someone 
or something. They hope to feel less alone, to demonstrate that they 
belong to a (male) community, to get approval for who they are. 
The three scenes that conclude act 2—the first two with their per- 
sonal dialogue, the last with its return to violence—reflect the para- 
dox of man’s need for connection to someone outside of himself, 
yet his abhorrence at association with the male “other.” The first 
scene is personal dialogue between Paco and Cupcakes; the second 
is Ice’s personal monologue to his fellow inmates; and the third, 
which grotesquely illustrates the thematic of a man’s wish to bond 
with other men, is the group’s final violent attack on Clark. It is 
striking and disturbing that all three interactions center on (intima- 
tions of or actual) physical violence, two of which are rape, and 
one murder. 
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Alone in the shower with Cupcakes, Paco embraces and kisses 
the young man on the neck. “I don’t play... that faggot shit,” Cup- 
cakes proclaims, to which Paco replies, “Man, cause I kiss you 
doesn’t mean you're a faggot” (65). Cupcakes asks Paco to stop his 
advances. Paco slips into their native Spanish in order to speak 
intimately of his love and lust for Cupcakes. Cupcakes accuses Paco 
of being “sick” as well as afraid to “hit on” Clark (the real degener- 
ate) because he is white (68). Since Paco transgresses the sexual 
boundary between (allegedly) straight male subjects—and thereby 
violates, from Paco’s perspective, the code of acceptable male be- 
havior—heavily coded levels of meaning surface, focusing on each 
man’s sexual, racial, and gender identities. And the only way that 
Cupcakes is able to keep Paco from raping him on the spot (since 
he outrightly exercises his right to name himself as subject in order 
to reject Paco’s earlier assumptions and efforts to position him as 
object) is to challenge Paco to first prove his racial and gendered 
manhood by abusing Clark. 

“Racial retaliation,” then, temporarily displaces sexual gratifi- 
cation and violation (Ruiz 96). The former becomes the means by 
which the latter, presumably, can be consummated. And so Cup- 
cakes’s appeal to Paco’s manhood via the power of the masculine 
ethos (and its accompanying penchant for violence) momentarily, 
at least, takes priority over the threatened sexual violation. But 
Paco’s undeniable rape mentality is only temporarily assuaged: 
“Pm going to have you...if I want you,” Paco threatens. “I’m 
gonna show you I ain’t scared of nobody,” Paco warns Cupcakes. 
“Im gonna take that honky and you’re gonna help” (69).® Racial 
retaliation is the agent by which sex, finally, can be claimed and 
maimed. In Pifiero’s play, as well as in many male-cast plays, a 
male defends his manhood by visibly demonstrating his virility. A 
“real” man must be willing to fight, to be physically violent, if he 
is to ever be considered as a man among men. In Pifiero’s world, 
the man who will not fight is automatically coded Other. 

Paco and Cupcakes’s personal dialogue in the shower is inter- 
rupted as the inmates gradually return to the dayroom. This 
confined space is now charged with sexual energy derived from a 
tension between subject/object, Self/Other, man/absent woman. 
From the moment the play started, however, sex was in the room 
to stay. But now, this roomful of “stiff dick[s] knows no con- 
science” (72). To add to this atmosphere, most of the returning men 
express their own sexual desires, which, it should be noted, in- 
volve diverse manifestations of the absent woman, in some cases 
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via homoerotic displacement: Omar tells Cupcakes, the male object, 
that he wants to seduce him; Omar and Ice graphically taunt two 
drag queens who are new prisoners on their floor; Juan talks about 
the masturbatory fantasies that his girlfriend evokes; and finally, 
while the other inmates look at pornography, Ice recounts in effu- 
sive, vulgar detail his private, masturbatory fantasy of raping Jane 
Fonda.” 

Before falling victim once again to the inmates’ persecution, 
Clark is momentarily left alone with Juan. Repeating his plea for 
understanding, Clark engages personal dialogue with “the only hu- 
man being [he’s] met” (87), hoping to convince Juan that he “told 
[him] the truth before” (84) about his confusing sex crimes. For 
Clark, his blunt admissions are signs of his repentance. He pleads 
with Juan for protection from the other men. Qualifying Clark’s 
accusation that he hates him, Juan replies: “I don’t hate you. I hate 
what you’ve done. What you are capable of doing. What you might 
do again” (85). Not only is Juan’s generosity of spirit—his willing- 
ness to engage Clark in personal dialogue—an unusual gesture 
within male conversation, but his articulation of an understanding 
of Clark’s personal torment is rare outside of plays set in confining 
institutions. But Juan also expresses why men confess to one an- 
other in such restrictive situations: “What you told about yourself 
was done because of the pressure. People say and do weird things 
under pressure.” According to Juan, men speak truthfully, or at 
least more personally, if they are under pressure. The pressure on 
Clark? To stay alive in this institutional cage of entrapped men. 

Returning from sick call, the six convicts rejoin Juan and Clark 
in the dayroom. They have decided that a “council” decision re- 
garding Clark is necessary; the men need to name Clark as stuff, 
which grants them, via their prison’s program, the right to punish 
him accordingly. Speaking for the group, Paco claims that “[a]ny- 
body that has to rape little girls is a faggot” (88), a reasoning Paco 
relies upon to distinguish himself from Clark in Cupcakes’s eyes. 
To Paco, and apparently to the other five men, a child molester and 
a gay man are the same degenerate. In making this link, the con- 
victs return to familiar, ordered territory that establishes the con- 
text within which “real” men rightfully assume the power over 
“other” men to punish them violently for not adhering to the stric- 
tures of the masculine ethos. Juan points out to his fellow inmates 
that the council was set up “to help, not to destroy” (89), which 
Paco interprets as Juan’s efforts to protect the two men he fears 
that Juan is seducing: Cupcakes and Clark. In his crazed state to 
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win Cupcakes’s affection, Paco taps into the collective homoerotic 
desires and raging homophobia of all the inmates. He does so in 
order to win their support for violence against Clark. After all, in 
Pifiero’s world, real men demonstrate and claim their manhood 
only by engaging in violence. “I hit the truth,” claims Paco, as he 
boldly announces before the group that “everyone wants you, Cup- 
cakes.” Men among men respond to the naming of homoerotic ten- 
sion in the room with fear; male characters deny its articulation 
(and thereby its range of possible meanings) through an immediate, 
stark homophobic response—one that is repeatedly violent and 
rarely accompanied by discussion of the controversial topic. This 
raw moment of articulation and response in Short Eyes crystallizes 
what is often the pivotal, unspoken tension toward which most 
male-cast plays dramatically move, regardless of their settings.1° 

And so, Clark’s fate is cast without real discussion. Despite 
several inmates’ hesitation, it is a foregone conclusion that Clark 
is to be punished savagely for his crime—which by now has been 
transformed from child molestation to homosexuality. The inmates 
symbolically deny their own homoerotic feelings, or at least think 
of them as something other than gay, by displacing their fear onto 
an act of homosocial aggression. In punishing Clark, they avoid 
and repress their own (anticipated) punishment. During this mo- 
mentary challenge to their collective identity as men, they value 
only their realignment as Men among themselves. Clark’s final 
“haughty racist contempt” (S. Hart 437) may be the linchpin that 
releases the men’s violent behavior, but one must not overlook 
Paco’s construction of this confrontation as a means to prove his 
manhood to Cupcakes. While Clark’s taunt may be intentionally 
racist (“you filthy bastards” [93]), it is also a clear challenge to all 
the prisoners’ identities as Men. Pifiero’s final “irony” is not that 
Clark is white and middle-class and therefore must suffer 
(Platinsky), but rather that he suffers because he does not fit into 
the masculinist hegemony of the penal and cultural system. This 
system and its codings dominate the power plays in Short Eyes: 
a homophobic group insists upon the elimination of the “other” 
to keep its own identity intact. 

Only Juan speaks unwaveringly on Clark’s behalf. “You want 
to be an animal, too,” Juan says to Cupcakes (91). “This place 
makes animals out of us,” Ice concludes. A knife appears and 
changes hands several times among Pifiero’s “animals.” From 
Puerto Rican American to African American hands, the knife 
finally falls into the white hands; Longshoe unhesitatingly slits 
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Clark’s throat—all before the watchful eye of the figure of order, 
Nett. The murder, then, occurs precisely in order to facilitate homo- 
erotic desires: the ironic paradox of homosocial bonding (Sedgwick 
1985, 1-5). The only order to be restored is that of realigning men 
under the banner of the masculine ethos, the banner of sameness. 

But chaos remains in the prison after the killing. White pris- 
oner now turns on African American, as the violence initially fos- 
tered by sexual anxiety and fear transforms into what appears to 
be gay and racial hatred (the men slur each other with taunts of 
“faggot,” “cocksucker,” “nigger,” and “honky”). Act 2 ends with 
Longshoe and Ice poised on the edge of violent battle with one 
another, as Cupcakes screams, “Stop it, goddamn it. Stop it. ...Oh, 
my God...is this really us” (99). As in the finale to The Zoo Story, 
the male “animal” appears destined to (re)construct the Other in 
order to survive, in order to know himself. But he also appears, at 
least in Albee’s, Pifiero’s, and, to be shown later, Rabe’s plays, 
destined to confront that relationship violently. “Is this really us”: 
the dynamic progression of Short Eyes’s discourse coherence indi- 
cates that this is precisely who the playwright thinks men really 
are. 


39 a 


Piñero offers a fully developed, verbally intimate epilogue after 
Clark’s brutal killing, a rare dramatization of male interaction after 
violence (here, later in the evening on the day of Clark’s death). It 
may well be that the perpetuity of confinement enforces, as it were, 
more “sentences.” Nothing is over, finished." 

The epilogue is structured as two distinct movements. The first 
recalls the situation in act 2 of Glengarry Glen Ross: a crime has 
taken place and an investigating officer is on the scene to ask ques- 
tions of those who may be involved. Unlike Mamet, however, who 
leaves the officer’s inquiry undocumented and unheard, Piñero fo- 
cuses on the immediacy of the investigation, highlighting Captain 
Allard’s social, and finally personal, dialogue in meetings with 
various inmates. When speaking with Cupcakes, for instance, 
Allard broaches the subjects of homoeroticism, homosexuality, and 
Cupcakes’s vulnerability to rape in the prison. When attempting to 
break down Longshoe, Allard appeals unsuccessfully to the con- 
vict’s known racist attitudes. But the inmates remain unyielding in 
their commitment to resist authorized inquiry. As Cupcakes re- 
marks when asked if he would confide in the officer: “I’m no rat, 
I’m a man” (107). Indeed, Cupcakes is a man, now; in fact, all of 
them are Men, with the possible exception of Juan, the sole inde- 
pendent voice in the room. 
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Captain Allard concludes that the inmates, and his supposed 
ally Nett, are lying and that they will continue to lie. He nonethe- 
less announces to the men on the floor that he is ruling the white 
man’s death a suicide. His reason: it is “for the Department” (115). 
Order in the male house of detention must be maintained at all 
costs, or so Allard’s decision indicates. But he also leaves the in- 
mates with the news that Clark had been mistakenly identified as 
a child molester. Clark, at least in this current arrest, appears to 
have been an “innocent victim of circumstances” (117). Upon hear- 
ing this latest detail, Cupcakes, once the “hope” of the other prison- 
ers (xiii), wants to know the extent to which he is implicated in the 
crime. Cupcakes’s definition of manhood, however, still refuses to 
incorporate one’s taking responsibility for his actions, an under- 
standing that would move him toward truthful self-engagement. 

Responding to Cupcakes’s plea, “What have we done?” (117), 
the convicts, in a rare exchange of personal dialogue, articulate 
their role in this heinous crime. “We [all] did the killing” (118), 
El Raheem tells Cupcakes. Yet, since he refused to slit Clark’s 
throat, El Raheem “loses face for exhibiting a degree of humanity 
that is outside the inmate code” (S. Hart 437). “No, I didn’t swing 
the knife,” says Ice, “and neither did you, but we’re guilty by not 
stopping it....We sanctioned it....Only Juan is free” (119). Yet, 
Juan is free for reasons beyond the inmates’ immediate comprehen- 
sion. Juan speaks truthfully, acts nonviolently, resists being the 
Man, and encourages personal dialogue with the explicit intention 
of trying to understand the “other.” He is the moral center of the 
play, an exemplary position for a Latino character, since he all too 
often is only the (token) “other” who is victimized by racist ideol- 
ogy and privilege. Juan rises above the constraints of the system 
while remaining a prisoner in the system. All this he achieves 
without having to terrorize or kill his fellow man. He is neither 
consumed with hatred for the person (but rather for the crime) 
nor homophobic toward Clark (or any other men for whom homo- 
sexuality is presented as a possibility). He works toward under- 
standing the male “other,” embodied in Clark, as well as the differ- 
ence within his fellow inmates. After all, he accepts the other 
within himself, essentially freeing himself to recognize the value 
of the other within all men. Very simply, Juan is not afraid of the 
Other, nor of the “other” in man. For this, he wins the respect and 
often the admiration of his fellow prisoners. The crucial 
significance of Juan’s presence to the play’s overall meaning—a 
meaning that incorporates but is not strictly confined to issues of 
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race—is repeatedly underplayed by the critics (Camillo; S. Hart; 
Ruiz). 

In his self-identification, a singularity that is liberated repeat- 
edly during his confinement, Juan has the wisdom to tell Cupcakes 
the error of his ways. “[Y]ou placed yourself above understanding” 
(120), the older man tells his favorite disciple, and for that, the 
prison “stole your spirit” (121). Whether in or out of confinement, 
Juan seems to suggest, a man among men who seeks release from 
social constraint can do so through communion with his spirit, 
with his soul. In Pifiero’s world, man’s access to a spirit distin- 
guishes him from the animal. However, the human spirit is danger- 
ously close to extinction, as David Mamet has noted (qtd. in 
Leahey), if the state of male characters’ interaction is any indication 
of the human condition. From a Pifierian viewpoint, The Zoo Story, 
therefore, is finally a “spiritless” world. And because of his spirit— 
which, again, is a commitment to (try to) understand that which is 
different from one’s own identity—Pifiero’s hero offers an alterna- 
tive to Albee’s vision. He has the potential to understand the 
“other,” to reject violence, and to rise above the system’s efforts to 
rob him of his individualization. Yet, for a male character to have 
such insight into the power of the spirit, into the power of indi- 
vidualization, is rarely dramatized in male-cast plays that occur 
outside of confining institutions. 


Streamers, David Rabe 


Despite much criticism to the contrary, David Rabe’s war play, 
Streamers, is a strangely hopeful piece about man’s potential to 
connect with other men—if the play is read within the semiotic of 
maleness and if attention is paid to its discourse coherence. Most 
critics read the play as a drama about man’s chaotic, random exis- 
tence, from which few or no redemptive qualities can be gleaned 
(Demastes 36; Kerr 1976a; Rosen 257; Watt; Zinman 15-16). Yet, 
the power of individualization, of truth telling—of not putting one- 
self outside of understanding—builds steadily through Streamers, I 
suggest, coming with bittersweet dignity to the foreground at the 
play’s conclusion. 

The winner of the 1976 New York Drama Critics Best Ameri- 
can Play Award, Streamers, according to Toby Silverman Zinman, 
is the “best play of the [Vietnam War dramatic] canon” (16). For 
N. Bradley Christie, Rabe’s play “achieves a dramatic intensity and 
power unmatched ... perhaps in the whole of contemporary Ameri- 
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can theatre” (107). I would supplement this sweeping praise by 
emphasizing the need to focus on Streamers’ remarkable dramatur- 
gical and cultural contribution to the canon of realist male-cast 
plays, a focus that yields as yet unacknowledged achievements in 
the area of gender representation in American drama. I would agree 
with Bonnie Marranca that Rabe is “the voice of the American 
conscience” (92), although my reasons for thinking of him thus are 
different. 

Streamers is the third play, along with The Basic Training of 
Pavlo Hummel and Sticks and Bones, to comprise what has come 
to be known as Rabe’s Vietnam trilogy. “The problem of language 
lies at the center of all three plays,” according to Craig Werner, and 
in Streamers, Rabe “show|[s] the nearly insurmountable barriers to 
human communication” (518). Streamers is set in 1965 in an army 
barracks outside Washington, D.C. It focuses on the conversational 
dynamics among the men who find themselves in the one-room 
“home” of army enlistees Billy Wilson, Roger Moore, and Richie 
Douglas (Rabe 1977, 49).12 These bachelor roommates, according 
to William Demastes, are “representative of American culture” (43), 
which I would particularize as “male” American culture: Billy is a 
white, alleged heterosexual from Wisconsin; Roger is a straight Af- 
rican American from an unnamed urban center; and Richie is a 
white, affluent homosexual from New York City. Although pre- 
sented somewhat stereotypically, “the three men are living in har- 
mony despite their culturally and geographically varied back- 
grounds,” remarks Demastes; “though not a complete cross-sample 
of American society, they do illustrate the fact that in America 
different lifestyles and backgrounds co-exist and must somehow 
comprise a single culture” (43). Moreover, as military personnel, 
they are encouraged to live harmoniously in their enforced situ- 
ation. And overshadowing their daily lives is the Vietnam War, 
raging thousands of miles from their barracks. “The war—the threat 
of it—is the one thing [the men] share” (30), Rabe observes. 

For all intents and purposes, the discourse coherence through- 
out Streamers is comparable to that in Short Eyes after Clark enters 
the prison’s dayroom. In both institutional settings, the male char- 
acters engage a cycle of dialogues that progresses alternatingly be- 
tween the cooperative communication of personal dialogue and the 
uncooperative communication of violence. Carol Rosen rightfully 
emphasizes the importance of the fact that “the action of the play 
proper... begins with an image of blood, of violence prefigured” 
(254). Yet, from the start of Streamers, violence and personal dia- 
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logue exist in a symbiotic relationship. Once again, interaction at 
this level of communication illustrates that violence and self-dis- 
closure are dynamically connected in male-cast drama. 

Streamers opens at dusk in the cadre room. Richie is comfort- 
ing another recruit, Martin, who has just unsuccessfully attempted 
suicide by slitting his wrist. The two army friends are frank, emo- 
tional, and self-disclosing with one another as Martin contemplates 
the reasons for his self-mutilation. The characters do not hesitate 
to express their hatred of the military, their fear of their unknown 
futures, and, as Martin says, their disappointment that the army is 
not “different from the way it is” (5). Their interaction is not “failed 
communication” (Werner 525), nor, for that matter, is Martin 
merely a “device” (Christie 107). In its outspokenness about the 
injustices and frights of military life, the men’s conversation is not 
unlike the personally revealing moments shared by soldiers in 
other realist military plays.13 Within the confining institution of the 
military, Martin and Richie liberate the self through their personal 
dialogue. They frankly speak their feelings and, in doing so, resist 
the authority that not only contains them but also threatens to 
deprive them of their individual voices. 

Unlike The Zoo Story, which ends in bloodshed, as does act 2 
of Short Eyes, Streamers opens with the stark reality of a man who 
is wounded and bleeding. In this respect, it is possible to argue 
that Rabe intentionally presents bloodshed as a feature in male 
interaction. Rabe imagines, as we shall see, an ongoing cycle be- 
tween violence and personal dialogue when men are together. 
Martin brings his wound into the bachelors’ home. In doing so, his 
action foreshadows not only future incidents of physical violence 
that ignite among the men, but also the painful opening up of other 
soldiers’ repressed, personal wounds that have scarred them psy- 
chologically and emotionally. The characters’ disclosures exist, 
however, within the dynamics of their shared, interpersonal con- 
versations. 

At this stage in my argument, it does not seem imperative to 
continue to demonstrate the pattern that repeats itself throughout 
the discourse coherence of male-cast plays. I hope that the preced- 
ing seven play analyses have effectively illustrated that such a lin- 
guistic, conversational pattern is a distinguishing feature of realist 
male-cast plays. To repeat at this point a moment-to-moment con- 
versational analysis of another play jeopardizes the exploration of 
an equally vital layer to the structuring of male-cast plays—a layer 
that is distinct and pervasive during men’s personal dialogue. Since 
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the previous analysis of Short Eyes demonstrates in detail how the 
discourse coherence in a drama set in a confining institution is 
structured according to a tension created between the uncoopera- 
tive communication of violence and the cooperative communica- 
tion of personal dialogue, it stands as an illustration of the general 
structuring device that Rabe also uses in the institutional milieu of 
Streamers. It is more useful now to explore in greater depth than 
provided in the Piñero analysis the thematics that surface in insti- 
tutional plays, using Rabe’s and Robin Swados’s dramas as ex- 
amples. My immediate focus on specific conversations that occur 
within the cycle of violence and personal dialogue in Streamers, 
therefore, will identify thematics in personal dialogue that are also 
dramatized in other male-cast plays set in confining institutions. 
Are these thematics different from those that characterize social 
dialogue? And do the thematics in Streamers, shared with Short 
Eyes and A Quiet End, resurface in the personal dialogue of plays 
that are not set in confining institutions, the dramas that are the 
focus of the following chapter? 

In their brief opening scene together, Richie and Martin estab- 
lish a serious level of personal, reflective interaction that is also 
generally characteristic of other men’s conversations throughout 
Streamers. Subsequent personal interaction between any of the 
characters is broken, and then only occasionally, by the men’s chal- 
lenges to physical exercise or by their avowals to clean up the 
living space (that is, to execute the daily tasks necessary to main- 
tain proper care of their home and personal belongings). Billy and 
Roger continually engage one another in these routine activities. 
Roger, in particular, appears determined to keep his home 
“straightened up” (24), which he eagerly attempts to do soon after 
Richie and Martin leave the room. 

While performing their evening tasks, Roger and Billy talk 
about the army and the toll that it is taking on them. Like Martin 
and Richie before him, Billy is candid in speaking about his fear 
of death, of his inability to absorb what it means to be a soldier 
who may go to Vietnam. But he also deliberately tries to be casual 
about it all. Billy does not want his questions and apprehensions 
to diminish his hard-won male image, even in front of his friend 
Roger. Billy’s remarks reveal him to be an earnest, thoughtful 
young man who is genuinely troubled by his situation. His de- 
meanor, while sometimes strained, seems generally sincere. This 
quality presumably enhances the believability of his personal dia- 
logue. Above all, Billy does not want to let his guard down in front 
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of Richie when Richie returns to the room. Billy, whom David 
Savran cites as the “play’s representative of middle-class, middle- 
American values” (1993, 194), tries to affect a stalwart male image 
to deflect attention from his otherwise insecure sense of maleness. 
He chooses to maintain a more macho attitude around Richie sim- 
ply because Richie threatens his masculinity and sexuality.'4 
Richie, who is more casual and unconventional, is culturally coded 
as an unmasculine, effeminate male; Billy, on the other hand, is 
“caught in a self-image that leaves no room for acceptance of the 
‘other’” (Hurrell 105), embodied by Richie. In their first collective 
interaction as roommates, however, the three men appear generally 
to get along well together despite tension that occasionally surfaces 
between Billy and Richie. In this trio, Roger is typically the peace- 
maker. 

Just as Pifiero’s inmates are sober while conversing in the 
prison dayroom, so Rabe’s three soldiers remain sober while talking 
in their barracks. In each play, one character quickly introduces the 
general topics of sex and (male) gender identification into the con- 
versations. This topic, in turn, soon concentrates on homoeroti- 
cism. Richie reenters the barracks in a “playful and teasing” mood 
(13): he tousles Billy’s hair; he invites Billy to go to a movie with 
him where he might “kiss and hug” him (14); and he even pro- 
claims his “love” to the young midwesterner (15). Regardless of 
Richie’s intentions in making these titillating remarks, in “acting 
gay with a vengeance” (Clum 1992, 220), Billy hears them as overt, 
sexual overtures that, coming from Richie, disgust him. His re- 
sponse to Richie is hostile and threatening: “I am gonna have to 
obliterate you” (13). Richie dismisses Billy’s nastiness as he 
blithely heads off to the showers. 

In male-cast plays in which characters are sober, the most 
threatening topic for men to discuss during personal dialogue is 
homosexuality.1° (When male characters are drunk, no specific per- 
sonal topic they may engage—including homosexuality—is taboo. 
The alcohol, after all, is perceived to be the agent responsible for 
loosening the men’s tongues; male characters rarely take responsi- 
bility for the topics they discuss or the opinions they render during 
their drunken conversations.) Yet, it is ironic that the topic of ho- 
mosexuality often surfaces early on in sober men’s talk that occurs 
within confining institutions, particularly if the men have ex- 
hausted their erotic remarks about absent women during social dia- 
logue. Issues of gender identification surface frequently amid men’s 
social dialogue as the characters aggressively and confidently align 
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themselves under the varied strictures and codes of the masculine 
ethos. From the perspective of the semiotic of maleness, however, 
the early inclusion of (homo)sexuality as topic makes some sense 
in male-cast plays—like Streamers and Short Eyes—that aggres- 
sively move toward personal dialogue between men: gender and 
sexuality, homosexuality in particular, are the most controversial, 
tension-ridden topics for men to engage when conversing among 
themselves. 

In Rabe’s interracial company, as in Pifiero’s interracial group 
of prisoners, sex and gender issues intersect with, and then finally 
subsume, race and class differences in the men’s talk. This does 
not mean that the latter do not present conflicts for the characters— 
they do; but they are not, finally, the most divisive or threatening 
features. The idea and realization of male bonding are paramount 
to the soldiers. The criteria upon which they establish this more 
inclusive bonding is based on the identification of the characters’ 
shared gender and presumed heterosexual orientation, not on their 
racial or class similarities. Much of this is attributed to the fact that 
sex and gender issues foreground the physical presence of the male 
body in the confined spaces within which the play’s dialogue and 
action occur. Just as in Short Eyes, the presence of the male body 
in Streamers, which is initially thrust into the conversation and 
action by Richie, derails any character’s efforts to maintain either 
social dialogue or personal dialogue not erotically oriented. Once 
male characters address sex and gender as topics and code their 
bodies accordingly, it is difficult for them to discuss anything else. 
All men, at this point during personal dialogue, are subject to nam- 
ing their sexuality (regardless if they do or not) as well as confront- 
ing the fact that they may well be the object of another’s desire. 
This latter occurrence is seen by some male characters as their 
becoming substitutes for the absent woman if the traditional hetero- 
sexual matrix is mapped onto an all-male context. Nonetheless, 
during personal dialogue, straight men who are among straight, 
gay, or bisexual men often refuse any acknowledgment of their 
bodies, deny any comprehension of the potential range of their 
(erotic) desires, and disavow any understanding of the power that 
(conscious) fear might hold over their fantasies of and fascination 
with the Other. For instance, Billy, who is increasingly paranoid 
and homophobic in Streamers, says to Roger: “These bitches l[i.e., 
gays]...they’re so crazy they think anybody can be had. Because 
they had been had themselves. So you tell ’em you're straight and 
they just nod and smile. You ain’t real to ’em” (17). On the other 
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hand, gays or bisexuals among themselves who engage in personal 
dialogue (as will be illustrated in A Quiet End) more readily ac- 
knowledge their bodies, explore the potential range of their desires, 
and understand the power that fear holds over their fantasies of and 
identification with the Other. 

Richie’s flirtatious remarks about same-sex attraction introduce 
homosexuality as a topic that remains in the men’s dialogue 
throughout the rest of the play. It exists independently from what 
Christie calls the characters’ only “real fear” (108-9) in the play: 
Vietnam. Homophobia coexists—as does racism (Beidler 1982, 
1991)—with fear of war in Streamers. Nonetheless, whether pre- 
sented inside or outside the context of war, male characters among 
themselves in realist drama perpetuate established patterns of dis- 
course coherence and gender codings. On a profound level of per- 
sonal interaction, Rabe’s characters continually confront homo- 
sexuality and struggle to understand it as well as their position in 
relationship to it. After sharing with him his uncomplimentary 
view on homosexuals, Billy declares to Roger, “[Wle all got to be 
honest with each other—you understand me?” (17). This specific 
issue of one’s sexuality permeates the dialogue of the sober charac- 
ters in Streamers. I emphasize this distinguishing feature of the 
characters’ physical state, since several drunk characters eventually 
visit the men’s room. Amid their drunken musings, these men will 
discuss diverse topics (including, but not limited to, homosexual- 
ity) within their personal dialogue as they reveal a range of intimate 
feelings. 

Carlyle, an angry African American bisexual enlistee who feels 
completely dislocated in the white military machine, is the first 
drunk in the play to invade the trio’s home. But just before he does 
so, Billy persists in getting Roger to express his attitude toward 
gays. “[E]ver since we been in this room, [Richie’s] been different 
somehow,” Billy remarks (16). Roger responds that Richie is “cool” 
and not a “swish.” “[E]ver talk to... queers. . . . [E]ver sit down, just 
rap with one of ’em?” the midwesterner persists. “Hell, no; what I 
wanna do that for? Shit, no,” Roger replies. On the issue of homo- 
sexuality, at least, these two men—when alone with each other— 
appear to be in agreement. Yet, when the three roommates are 
together, the balance of their collective dynamic fluctuates. 
Richie, Billy, and Roger are in an uncommon sleeping arrangement 
since their room is not a military dormitory. Their living quarters, 
therefore, do not privilege (based upon the sheer breakdown in the 
number of occupants) any individual’s particular cultural or racial 
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identities, or sexual orientation. Each of the roommates is marginal 
to the others in this particular living arrangement. Outside of their 
shared gender identities, each man is in an equal position of power 
to the others simply because each embodies unique differences, 
whether they be racial, class, religious, or sexual—that is, until 
someone from outside their home comes inside: enter drunk 
Carlyle. 

It is sufficient to say that when Roger and Carlyle are alone in 
the barracks, these two African Americans generally discuss race 
as it relates to the military.16 When other characters join them in 
the room, however, Rabe’s two African Americans usually forgo 
talk about race in favor of that dealing with sexuality and gender. 
Carlyle, who sees himself as a ghetto outsider “amongst a whole 
bunch a pale, boring motherfuckers” (19), angrily expresses his 
hatred of the white-led army and his overwhelming fear of going 
to Vietnam, which, he tells Roger, “ain’t our war, brother” (22). “I 
ain’t gonna be able to endure it,” the intoxicated soldier confesses, 
as he desperately asks Roger to “understand” what he is saying 
(21). Regardless of what they specifically confess during personal 
dialogue, male characters in confining institutions, as exemplified 
by Carlyle in his speeches, repeatedly seek and directly ask for the 
understanding of their listeners. 

Just as Carlyle seeks understanding from Roger before he leaves 
the room, so Billy, after having appealed earlier to Roger for under- 
standing, turns for compassion to Richie, the source of his anxiety. 
Conversational movement of this type—which focuses on the the- 
matic of one’s wish to have his confessions understood by another 
man—only occurs during personal dialogue. For a man to really 
understand another man at this dynamic level is for the listener to 
believe that the speaker articulates the (speaker’s) truth. On the 
other hand, for a man to liberate himself while in confinement is 
for him to be self-disclosing, and to name his feelings as best he 
can. He does not have to secure the understanding of the listener, 
however, in order to achieve self-knowledge. Ironically, Billy asks 
for a “straight talk” with his gay roommate as he intensely chal- 
lenges the flippant young man: “Are you gonna listen? You gonna 
hear what I say, Rich, and not what you think I’m sayin’?...No 
b.s. No tricks....[C]ut the cute shit with me, I’m gonna turn you 
off. Completely. ... you understand....And I’m talkin’ the simple 
quiet truth to you, Rich. I swear I am” (27). Rabe’s play is unique 
in the male-cast canon for speeches like this. Sober characters ar- 
ticulate their commitment not only to the speaker-listener dynam- 
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ics necessary to carry on a meaningful conversation, but they strug- 
gle to name their “quiet truths” in order to overcome the oppressive 
demands made upon them by an often confusing and contradictory 
configuration of gender codings, sexual desires, and the masculine 
ethos. What must also be noted, however, is that at this particular 
moment in his interaction with Richie, Billy speaks the “truth” as 
he presently knows it, or at least admits to it. Billy’s sentiments, 
as with those that a character expresses at any given moment in a 
conversation, are actually relative to the immediate circumstances 
and to the present degree of the speaker’s self-knowledge. There- 
fore, what Billy now thinks is the truth, may not be true for him 
later on. 

One’s right to sexual freedom, including interracial homosex- 
ual desire (as will be shown later), is another major thematic cen- 
tral to the discourse coherence in Streamers. For this reason, Philip 
Biedler’s claim that Billy’s “terror and incredulity” are “our own 
because, like Billy, we know, deeply, inescapably, that Richie is for 
real; that Carlyle is for real” (1991, 133; emphasis added) not only 
privileges the white “straight” male gaze, but it insists upon its 
exclusivity at the expense of all “other” perspectives. Of course 
Richie and Carlyle are real; no more, no less so than Billy is. How 
each man chooses to behave, however, is not predetermined by his 
sexual orientation nor by his race, if, in fact, that is Biedler’s impli- 
cation. In such a reading, which codes both men only as objects, 
as “other” via their gay and black identities, Biedler denies the 
liberating power of Rabe’s representation of multiple subjectivities. 
All men are not “like Billy”; Billy is not the universal subject. Billy, 
from “other” perspectives, appears just as terrifying and incredu- 
lous as Richie and Carlyle appear to Billy and Biedler. This, I think, 
is one of Rabe’s major achievements in the play. 

Nonetheless, Billy’s appeal to Richie is actually one for sexual 
freedom. He adamantly claims his right to be a heterosexual, de- 
spite Richie’s desires and efforts to claim Billy as a gay comrade. 
It is ironic, however, that Billy speaks up on behalf of his own 
sexual freedom, only to deny that same freedom to Richie later on. 
“I don’t know how else to be,” Richie concedes. “I’m not like you 
are.” In response, Roger also expresses his difficulty in accepting 
Richie’s sexuality: “You ain’t sayin’ you really done that [fag] 
stuff,” Roger asks. “Do you even know what it means to be a fag?” 
(28). 

Richie replies without hesitation. His remarks are noteworthy 
for their honesty, directness, and cultural (albeit overly simplistic) 
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associations between minorities. “Roger, of course I know what 
[being gay] is. I just told you I’ve done it. I thought you black 
people were supposed to understand all about suffering and human 
strangeness. I thought you had depth and vision from all your suf- 
fering....I just told you I did it. I know all about it” (28-29). In 
naming himself, in claiming his sexual identity, Richie moves 
closer to realizing his own liberation. 

In the presence of this naming, however, each of the other men 
is also challenged to name himself as truthfully. The burden of 
responsibility now rests with Billy and Roger to hear, and hope- 
fully to understand, that which Richie speaks. Any denial of 
Richie’s confession or any efforts to reinterpret it are signs of their 
state of being and not Richie’s condition. Richie openly claims as 
his own his “strangeness” (28), his outsider status as the “other” 
as subject. In doing so, he permanently reorders the conventional 
hegemony in the men’s room; his self-disclosure, one might project, 
even threatens to rearrange the hegemonic structure in the military 
institution as well. Those who exercise the power of (true) indi- 
vidualization (here, exemplified by Richie’s claiming of his sexual 
orientation) appear to be at least “spiritually” free of the engen- 
dered constraints that the power of the masculine ethos exerts over 
others. He who demands of himself the execution of the power of 
individualization—regardless of the personal identity revealed in 
that naming—is necessarily empowered by it. It is, after all, self- 
knowledge. 

Richie’s declaration releases a flood of disclosures from Roger 
and Billy. Once homosexuality is engaged as an open topic, no 
other conversational topics remain taboo (presumably, since noth- 
ing else could be more threatening). Each man talks at length as 
he associates personal experiences evoked by the deeply felt emo- 
tions expressed in Richie’s stark speech. Such a conversation could 
only occur during personal dialogue. In his monologue, Roger fo- 
cuses on harsh, childhood memories from his urban neighborhood. 
As a “little fella” (30), Roger first comes in touch with his fear of 
homosexuality, with gay bashing, and with the random violence 
and killings that threaten all men’s lives. Roger’s recollections of 
violence trigger for Billy the anticipated horrors that await them in 
Vietnam. Despite his apparent support for the war, Billy knows 
that his “fear is real” (31). 

The progression of specific topics—namely, within the frame 
of sex and violence—that surfaces during personal dialogue after 
Richie names himself a homosexual is noteworthy: homophobia, 
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urban violence, and the violence of the Vietnam War. After the 
latter topic, Roger reinstitutes social dialogue as he asks the room- 
mates to finish their routine room cleaning. In doing so, he appeals 
to the men to return to some recognizable order. Yet this social 
dialogue is swiftly overcome as Roger and Richie return again to 
the subject of male (homosocial) bonding and homosexuality. 
Richie expresses his envy for Roger and Billy’s (straight) friendship 
(33); Roger hears this sentiment as Richie’s lament for his homo- 
sexuality. “Nobody wants to be a punk,” Roger concludes. “Not 
nobody” (34). But Richie does not capitulate to Roger’s attempt to 
strip him of his identity, even when Roger suggests that Richie 
enlisted in order to “run with the boys for a little [to] get [him]self 
straightened around” (35). Once again, the male committed to the 
strictures of the masculine ethos—regardless of his racial, ethnic, 
or religious identities—is unable to comprehend men’s sexual dif- 
ferences. He is unable to understand the existence of, or possible 
choice of, male “otherness.” And as Rabe has remarked, Streamers 
contains “the danger that if you don’t have uniformity of feeling 
with someone, then you have no connection with them. That forces 
people into making dangerous demands” (qtd. in Berkvist). 

The remainder of the dialogue and actions in act 1 are essen- 
tially dictated by drunk men who intrude upon the “home” of the 
three sober roommates (50). First, Sergeants Rooney and Cokes pay 
the boys a visit, followed by Carlyle’s unexpected return to their 
room to stay for the evening. Drunk male characters nearly always 
dominate conversations. Their presence not only draws attention 
to itself, but, as subjects, they redirect whatever topic is under 
discussion. Sergeants Rooney and Cokes have this impact on the 
enlistees’ earlier personal talk; they also try to get the boys to drink 
with them. The officers are out “looking for fun” (35) to avoid the 
harsher realities that confront them: Rooney is soon to leave for 
Vietnam while Cokes has recently returned from the war because 
he may have leukemia. To forget their troubles, the sergeants per- 
form past military experiences—nearly all filled with violence and 
destruction—by telling stories, singing songs, and boasting of their 
macho accomplishments: all directed at objects. Most of their recol- 
lections center on violence against the “other.” Unlike the “other” 
identified in the boys’ previous conversation—the homosexual— 
the “other” defined here is Asian, the non-American enemy. 

Thus, in their consecutive, extended conversations, the aggres- 
sive, “coupled” speakers (Richie and Roger, followed by Rooney 
and Cokes, all advocates of the male bonding inherent in the 
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American masculine ethos) find it necessary to identify an enemy, 
someone who is set up as a failed manifestation of the ideal West- 
ern Man. The talk in the barracks, therefore, moves from homo- 
social topics to homophobia, racism, and violence. When Carlyle 
returns to the room, his remarks about the military, home, and 
friendship stimulate a provocative merger with the previous cluster 
of topics and signal the origin of a pivotal new dimension to the 
dynamics of the young soldiers’ conversation. 

But sandwiched in between the intoxicated officers’ departure 
and drunk Carlyle’s entrance is Billy’s return to the subject of 
homosexuality. He is obsessed with confessing that he knows some- 
one who is gay. In doing so, Billy bridges the current conversation 
with the one that he was sharing with his roommates prior to the 
arrival of the sergeants. He also reveals “his own fascination with 
homosexuality” (Werner 526). In a lengthy monologue, Billy details 
his own gay baiting as a teenager with his good buddy Frankie. 
Frankie’s tale, however, turns out to be a “coming out” story. “He 
was hooked, man....[O]ne day he woke up and he was on it.... He 
was a faggot, black Roger, and I’m not lyin’” (48-49). Billy speaks 
of Frankie’s homosexuality as though he became addicted to a drug, 
one from which he could never unhook or recover.?” 

From his bunk in the darkened barracks, Billy addresses only 
Roger when he speaks about Frankie. Billy, one can presume, be- 
lieves that Roger is able to hear this story without jumping to any 
conclusions about Billy’s sexuality. This speaker does not want to 
lose control over his listener because to do so is to risk being 
vulnerable to the listener’s judgment. And Billy is still holding on 
desperately to the codings of the masculine ethos and his wish to 
be judged favorably by its standards. Clearly, Frankie’s story— 
which essentially defines Frankie’s sexuality—terrifies Billy, since 
Billy’s deepest fear is brought about by his frustration in defining, 
in naming with confidence, his own sexuality; he also fears that 
this sexuality may be out of his control. Yet, what I initially 
identified as the thematic of sexual freedom that characterizes the 
personal dialogue of men’s talk must again be qualified to acknowl- 
edge many male characters’ persistent homophobia at this level of 
interaction. Despite his efforts to exclude Richie from his story- 
telling, Billy knows that Richie is actually listening in the dark: gay 
Richie—who not only names himself in the light but who is here to 
stay in the barracks. The dramatic tension in the soldiers’ room is 
now Clearly marked. How do men live with real differences among 
themselves? How do they live with “other” men when they are in 
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confining institutions? Enter Carlyle, yet another “other,” whose 
race distinguishes him from Richie and Billy, and whose sexuality 
distinguishes him from Roger, his African American brother. 

“You got a little home here, got friends, people to talk to. I got 
nothin’,” drunk Carlyle confesses to Roger (50). This notion of 
home will take on added significance throughout Streamers. (As 
we will see, home will eventually constitute a major thematic in 
men’s personal dialogue throughout the canon.) Carlyle is envious 
of the homosocial bonding—including the roommates’ willingness 
to converse with one another—in the boys’ interracial home. Rosen, 
one of the few critics who treats Carlyle sympathetically, remarks 
that Carlyle “tries to communicate his pain to the three boys who 
tell stories and pointed anecdotes while Carlyle just says what he 
wants, expressing directly what the others will not admit” (254). 
He sees in their arrangement and interaction the qualities he de- 
sires in a home of men who “got it made” if for no other reason 
than they have one another (50). Since he does not feel a part of 
anyone’s home, Carlyle assumes that he is not safe from harm. He 
is enraged at the prospect of his being sent to Vietnam and terrified 
at the thought of dying, feelings that he presumes are only those 
of one who is homeless. And so Carlyle curls up on the floor of the 
barracks and falls asleep in someone else’s home. He does so under 
the illusion that in this place he is safe, that in this room he is 
welcomed as a male intimate. He yearns to be, as it were, part of 
this (male) family. Carlyle, the doubly marginalized male who is 
black and bisexual, essentially forces himself on the trio of men 
and demands that they deal with him. Like Richie, he refuses to 
go away, to be invisible, despite criticism from the other family 
members. 

Act 2 breaks with the neoclassic unities established in act 1 
since it occurs several days later. Most male-cast plays that break 
with the unity of time initiate each new series of conversations 
with social dialogue. Rabe’s play is unconventional, however, as 
Billy and Roger immediately reengage personal dialogue at the start 
of their conversation that opens act 2. It is as though there is no 
substantial lapse in the characters’ train of thought, 

There are five distinct conversations during this late afternoon 
in the cadre room (act 2, scene 1). All are basically personal dia- 
logues; four out of the five are dyadic interactions. Billy and 
Roger’s opening talk is not wholly dissimilar from Richie and 
Carlyle’s conversation, which follows it. Both moments are meta- 
linguistic at their core, as Billy and Carlyle, each to his respective 
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partner, explores the nature of talk and its place in meaningful 
communication. I highlight these two moments for their dramatiza- 
tion of yet another thematic in male-cast plays: men’s desire, their 
need, to connect personally with other men. 

“All I do is talk,” Billy concludes after asking Roger if he 
thinks he (Billy) is a “busybody” (58, 56). Billy fears that he does 
not “know how to behave in a simple way,” that he “overcompli- 
cate[s] everything” by “seein’ complications that [are] there but 
nobody else [sees]” (56). Roger, the supportive friend, gives Billy 
the freedom to chat about these personal concerns, yet he never 
stops trying to get Billy to leave the room to play basketball (which, 
in its own covert way, is Roger’s attempt to get Billy to stop talk- 
ing). But Billy wants and needs to secure a sense of Roger’s feelings 
about engaging in male conversation. For Billy, this knowledge is 
intrinsic to the intimate dynamics of male friendship that he so 
desperately seeks to retain. He remains uncertain about appropriate 
male identities and relationships since confronted with Richie’s 
sexual innuendoes and his coming out. But Billy does not ask 
Roger for this information directly. Rather, he initially displaces 
this query by expressing his wishes to know a local barroom dancer 
“to talk to her [and] tell her stuff” (58). Through his reference to 
the absent woman, Billy expresses his genuine desire to talk with 
someone—to engage actively in talk that is not misconstrued as 
busybody interaction. Billy uses the absent woman to introduce the 
topic of intimate conversation and as a buffer against pressure that 
Roger might feel regarding Billy’s need to talk. Most importantly, 
Billy does not want Roger to hear his need for personal conversa- 
tion as a sexual advance; hence, the rhetorical positioning of the 
absent woman prior to his direct questioning of Roger. 

“[Y]ou remember how we met,” Billy tells Roger. “You started 
talkin’ to me. You just started talkin’ to me and you didn’t 
stop....Did you see somethin’ in me made you pick me?” “You 
was just the first [white person] to talk back friendly,” Roger replies 
(58). Despite this compliment to Billy’s personality and his expres- 
sion of confidence in their friendship, Roger does not encourage 
Billy to go on talking. He insists that they maintain some order, 
forgoing personal, verbal play in favor of the impersonal, physical 
play of basketball. He wants them to return to the social activities 
aligned with the masculine ethos, activities that ground their iden- 
tities as Men. Billy picks up on Roger’s reluctance to continue 
personal dialogue. He registers his disappointment, however, by 
claiming, “I don’t know what it is I’m feelin’. Sick like” (59). Soon 
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after, the two boys leave for the gym, making the room available 
to Richie and Carlyle. 

Despite his display of a more erratic, uneven temperament— 
and the fact that he continues to drink—Carlyle mimics Billy’s 
desire for personal dialogue with another man. Whether drunk or 
sober, men in Rabe’s play crave interpersonal involvement so much 
that they are willing to ask for it. This request is an uncommon 
dramatic action for men among themselves. Unlike Billy, however, 
Carlyle uses his body to initiate personal interaction. The black 
man, according to Carlyle, is “too close...to his body. ...he BE- 
LIEVE in his body” (67), a belief that, in turn, influences his ac- 
tions. Returning to the only home in the army that he has been able 
to penetrate, Carlyle is determined to find out “who the real Richie” 
s (62). The “real Carlyle” is eager and ready to have sex with 
Richie (Carlyle assumes that the men arranged this home because 
Richie is sexually servicing Billy and Roger). In a schizophrenic 
minicycle of personal insights and outbursts of violent behavior (a 
cycle that mirrors the larger cycle of the play’s discourse coher- 
ence), Carlyle admits that he is “restless” and does not “even un- 
derstand it” (63). But he does understand that he wants something 
from Richie. Yet the expression of his desire refuses to center com- 
fortably on either sexual or conversational signs because he natu- 
rally intertwines them. 

For Carlyle, personal talk can be the language of seduction, 
while seduction is personal action. “I want to talk to you,” Carlyle 
submits to Richie, “why don’t you want to talk to me?” “We can 
be friends. Talkin’ back and forth, sharin’ thoughts and bein’ 
happy” (64). But Richie is understandably hesitant to engage this 
explosive personality, whose motivations are not clear. Sensing 
Richie’s rejection of him, Carlyle “ignites [in] anger.” “DON’T YOU 
TELL ME I AIN’T TALKIN’ WHEN I AM TALKIN’!” Carlyle shouts, 
only to move immediately into personal dialogue. If Richie will not 
ask Carlyle about his feelings, then Carlyle will go ahead and tell 
him anyway: “It like [the army] think I ain’t got no notion what a 
home is....like I ain’t never had no home....IT LIKE THEY 
THINK THERE AIN’T NO PLACE FOR ME IN THIS MOTHER 
ARMY.” Here, two major thematics in male-cast plays converge: a 
man’s desire for a “home” and his desire to connect personally 
with another man. Frustrated by his failure to achieve either of 
these wishes, Carlyle, according to traditional representations of 
male behavior, has two options: either to continue to talk or to 
become violent. True to his fashion, he chooses both. “How come 
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you talk so much?” Richie asks Carlyle, a paradoxical echo of 
Billy’s concern about his own conversational habits in the previous 
scene. The big man initially replies, “I don’t talk, man, who’s gonna 
talk? YOU?” (65), only to follow up with a violent outburst of 
repeated, homophobic slurs at Richie: “You goddamn face ugly 
fuckin’ queer punk!” (66). Carlyle has moved, therefore, through a 
cycle of gay desire, to violence, to gay desire, to violence, to homo- 
phobia. His “vicious... spit{ting] out” at Richie ends their conver- 
sation, one that is nonetheless characterized by Carlyle’s obsession 
to find, as he concludes, “words to say my feelin’” (67). This com- 
mitment to personal language for the sake of naming things and 
feelings—all in an effort to connect with other human beings— 
comes from the mouth of one whom the other men label “crazy” 
(73). Carlyle may well become crazy, as his later actions suggest, 
but his frustrated efforts to understand his relationship to others 
and to articulate his needs and wishes are not without meaning in 
the context of the often-failed interaction of male characters among 
themselves. 

Before leaving the room, Carlyle has a brief, telling moment 
with Billy. Each man privately confronts his actual and ideological 
foil, as well as his unconscious. Their point of friction, predictably, 
involves homosexuality. Carlyle tells Billy that he wants sex from 
Richie; Billy, when asked by Carlyle to talk about gay sex, resists 
naming anything about it. In fact, Billy starts to get physically ill, 
a possibly psychosomatic response. Capitalizing on Billy’s weak- 
ness, Carlyle warns him: “I can see your heart, Billy boy, but you 
cannot see mine. I am unknown. You...are known” (69). Carlyle, 
the bisexual African American, proudly distinguishes himself from 
the heterosexual white male, the one upon whom the American 
masculine ethos is constructed. Carlyle values his identity as the 
doubly marginalized “other” subject despite its codes, which keep 
him on the outside, because he knows his own power to disrupt the 
order of those inside. And those like Billy, who are privileged 
within the cultural structure, are repulsed by, dismissive of, threat- 
ened by, and utterly fascinated with the power that the male 
“other” represents in all his various manifestations. Here, the 
“other” (Carlyle, or for that matter, Richie) “knows” who Billy is 
and what Billy represents because the “other” must confront, must 
understand, what he is not in order to survive. All that Billy knows 
is that he is privileged in the culture, that he expects to establish 
those privileges in his army home, and that his words are to be the 
final ones. Billy’s battle to know the male other—as well as the 
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difference within—in order to know how to live with the “other” 
captures yet another primary thematic in the male-cast canon. 

Act 2, scene 1 comes to a rapid close after Roger returns to the 
room and convinces Billy to join Carlyle and him on a boys’ night 
out in the big city. For Roger, Carlyle “brings back home” (72), a 
home that legitimizes his roots, his race, outside of the white mili- 
tary structure. Talk of absent women dominates, as Roger promises 
whores galore for each man who comes along. “You always talkin’ 
how you don’t do nothin’,” Roger accuses Billy. “Let’s do it to- 
night—stop talkin’” (73). Riding the momentum of Roger’s energy 
to act, Billy takes this opportunity to go outside the boundaries of 
their shared, private space and publicly prove his manhood to 
everyone at home. He has given up on language as an effective tool 
for naming himself. So, off he goes into the drunken maelstrom of 
homosociability, determined to act like a man.!8 Ironically, Billy 
gives himself over to the “other” to guide him on his journey; he 
makes the male “other” responsible for his education, for the 
identification and demonstration of his manhood, if you will. “We 
all goin’ to be friends” (75), Carlyle concludes, as the soldiers’ 
departure from and their anticipated return to the room seems to 
signify for Carlyle his permanent place in this home. 

The play’s final scene continues the previous scene’s cycle of 
personal dialogue and violence while introducing several new the- 
matics. The drunk men return to the barracks room to join Richie, 
who is sober since he has not gone out. They all speak openly and 
self-disclosingly: some do so because they are drunk, Richie, be- 
cause he likes to talk (often coded as a trait of gay characters). In 
their opening monologues, Rabe’s men trade memories. In the dark 
of night, the men’s interaction takes on the quality of young scouts 
sharing confidences while sitting around a campfire, bonding with 
one another through their mutual storytelling. First Richie, then 
Carlyle, reminisces about his upbringing, each addressing his com- 
plicated relationship with his father. Carlyle clearly remains exhila- 
rated by the evening’s apparent outcome. “We gonna be one big 
happy family” (78), the soldier announces to the others, as he feels 
their sense of community through their interactive personal dia- 
logue. 

Believing that he has a new ally in Carlyle, another man who 
unabashedly identifies himself as “other” in the room, Richie uses 
his explicit bonding with the bisexual to tease Billy with more 
sexual overtures. In light of Carlyle’s expressed sexual appetites, 
Richie knows that their home is no longer dominated by straight 
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men. Reacting to Richie’s baiting, Billy warns the gay man, “You 
just keep at it, you’re gonna have us all believin’ you are just what 
you say you are.” Richie’s curt reply: “Which is more than we can 
say for you” (78). From the start of their interaction, Richie dis- 
trusts the persona that Billy exhibits among men. The gay soldier 
believes that Billy’s posturing is just that—a fictional construction 
aimed at creating a more “pseudo-earthy quality” (79), and there- 
fore a more socially acceptable identity for a man to assume when 
among men. But “lies and ignorance offend me,” Richie claims as 
he challenges Billy to a counterattack. Richie is determined to force 
Billy to speak honestly about himself. And the quickest, nonviolent 
way to create the tension among men that may facilitate that disclo- 
sure is to foreground the male body—to privilege the physical 
body, in all the power of its active, silent presence, over words. 

Amid a silence that “goes on and on,” Richie and Carlyle begin 
to play erotically with one another, a sight that “fills” Billy “with 
fear” (80). Going beyond the talk of interracial desire that permeates 
the dialogue in The Toilet, the actual physical display of interracial 
lust escalates the tensions generated by the racial and sexual cod- 
ings already at play in the room.!® Richie eventually asks Roger and 
Billy to go for a walk in order to leave Carlyle and him in privacy. 
But “we live here,” Roger asserts, to which Richie replies, “It’s my 
house, too, Roger; I live here, too” (81). Richie’s claim reminds all 
of the room’s occupants that no one is privileged over the “other” 
in this space; in this house, all “others” are subjects. Demanding 
the recognition of his right to be with Carlyle (just as the others 
exercise their right to go to the whorehouse, for instance), Richie 
is not, as Marranca asserts, the “real villain” in Streamers (87). To 
judge Richie from the position of his villainy is to privilege Billy, 
his subjectivity, and all that he represents. Roger, who in his own 
right has suffered social oppression, cannot deny Richie’s claim to 
rights in their barracks: “He your friend. This your home. So that 
mean he can stay. It don’t mean I gotta leave” (82). Billy, however, 
takes a different tack, interpreting Richie’s actions as a temptation 
to initiate a “war at home.” In each case, “[A] soldier attempt[s] to 
shield himself from unwanted stimuli in order to protest a familiar 
sexual orientation: Billy holding back from homosexuality, Richie 
advancing his claims” (Herman 105). 

Gay sex “ain’t gonna be done in my house,” Billy promises. “I 
don’t have much in this goddamn army, but here is mine” (83). As 
Richie and Carlyle are about to engage in fellatio, Billy retaliates 
by again moralistically asserting that sex between men “ain’t right” 
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(84). Unable to “let people be” (85), if only for a moment, drunk 
Billy makes the fatal assumption that his standards determine ac- 
ceptable male interaction. The strictures of the American masculine 
ethos dictate that homosexuality is forbidden—and as the straight 
white male, Billy assumes not only the power to police this family 
but represents the authorized voice of a homophobic, patriarchal 
American military and society. It never sinks into Billy’s conscious- 
ness that not every male emulates him. Very simply, Billy does not 
know how to live with difference. All he knows is that difference— 
and especially the difference within—terrifies him. His enemies are 
men who are differently masculine, men whose ideologies or sex- 
ual orientations or both are other than his own. And so, uncon- 
scious that his immediate actions anticipate his combat with the 
Vietnamese, Billy self-righteously practices on the gays at home. 
Carlyle’s anger steadily rises amid his growing confusion over 
the authority in this house (84)—and consequently a feeling of un- 
certainty over his rights in this place. “Don’t you got no feelin’ for 
how a man feel? I don’t understand you [Billy and Roger].... 
DON’T YOU HEAR ME!? I DON’T UNDERSTAND THIS SITU- 
ATION HERE” (83). Again, note Carlyle’s direct, desperate appeal 
for understanding, which includes the acknowledgment of a man’s 
feelings. Repeatedly, Carlyle—who in his drunken state speaks 
with a voice of personal appeal—tries to engage the remaining men 
in a dialogue that explains the situation. Instead, the others elect 
to speak around Carlyle, each man with his own agenda. Not taking 
Carlyle seriously and in effect denying his individualization, Billy 
accuses him of being a “fuckin’ animal” if he engages in gay sex 
(81). Carlyle rejects this slur: “I KNOW I ain’t no animal, don’t 
have to prove it” (84). Carlyle, as Janet Hetzbach suggests, “is alien- 
ated by his race, his education, and social status” (184); yet, one 
must also recognize that he is alienated by his sexuality as well. 
But when Billy again tries to stop Carlyle from having sex with 
Richie, Carlyle resorts to physical violence (of the kind that Jerry 
relates to animal behavior in The Zoo Story). First, he slices Billy’s 
hand with a switchblade. In an immediate, passionate plea, Carlyle 
says, “[I]t don’t make me feel good—hurt me—hurt on somebody I 
thought was my friend. But I ain’t supposed to see. One dumb 
nigger. No mind, [Billy] thinks, no heart, no feelings a gentleness. 
You see how that ain’t true, Richie” (87). Carlyle struggles between 
the power of dialogue, which may help him to understand the truth 
of the situation, and the power of violence, which attests that only 
the “knife [is] true” (86). Carlyle’s private battle—his conflict of 
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choice between the powers of personal dialogue and violence—is 
a classic example of male characters’ struggle to identify the means 
by which to understand the truth of their relationship to other 
men. In the dramatic and semiotic tradition of the discourse coher- 
ence in male-male representation, Carlyle’s “explosion” is less 
“random” (Rosen 250), “unexpected” (Demastes 36), or “manipu- 
lat[ive]” (Barnes 1976) than critics generally observe (see also 
Marranca 87; Kerr 1976b; Gill 1976; Beaufort).2° Rather, one recalls 
Jerry’s “teaching emotion” in Albee’s zoo of male interaction as a 
possible resolution to this conflict. The knife is “the only connec- 
tion possible” (Rosen 256). This physical brutality is an expected 
component of the cycle of personal dialogue and verbal abuse that 
circulates in Streamers. It is actually part of “a design, a shape” of 
male interaction that Walter Kerr otherwise finds wanting in the 
play (1976a). Kerr does not recognize this pattern, however, since 
it is only apparent if one positions the play’s discourse coherence 
within the shaped structure of the male-cast canon. 

Ironically, Billy reveals the “difference within” only after 
Carlyle’s violation of his body. Amid an outpouring of racist, homo- 
phobic bile—a verbal abuse that, to Demastes, “seems justified” 
(44)—Billy names himself as a privileged college graduate and not 
the streetwise persona he has been projecting. Billy finally liberates 
his identity in this confining institution. But his self-identification 
is frightening in its deep hatred of the “other.” Billy’s homophobia 
and “racism as miscegenation” are undeniable (Herman 106). “I 
put you down, I put you down—you gay little piece a shit cake— 
SHIT CAKE,” Billy verbally assaults Richie, only to turn next on 
Carlyle: “AND YOU—you are your own goddamn fault, SAMBO! 
SAMBO!” (88). Carlyle matches Billy’s verbal abuse with a swift 
knife stab into the white boy’s stomach. “Don’t nobody talk that 
weird shit to me, you understand?” Carlyle declares, as Billy dies 
(89). But Carlyle’s bloody actions are not over until he also kills 
Sergeant Rooney, who returns, unexpectedly, to the enlistees’ 
home. 

Rabe’s play comes full circle in its return to uncooperative 
communication and bloody violence; it both begins and nearly 
ends at a point of male violence that recalls the conclusion of The 
Zoo Story. But the qualifier, “nearly,” is significant: the remaining 
characters do reengage personal dialogue, as Rabe accepts the chal- 
lenge to present men in the moments after horrendous violence. 
Unlike Elizabethan male characters, for instance, American male 
characters are rarely presented amid the immediate aftermath of the 
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inhumanity, injustice, and tragic chaos they create or observe. 
Rarely are they shown wisely explicating the lesson we expect 
them to have learned. Consider as exceptional the dramaturgical 
and thematic value of the epilogue in Short Eyes. This is an un- 
usual dramatization of male interaction (although it is also one that 
is encouraged simply because some characters remain as they must; 
not all characters are free to leave the room in confining institu- 
tions). Rabe’s play also departs from the norm—in fact, one step 
beyond Pifiero’s conclusion—as he presents men among themselves 
amid death. Although John Clum asserts that the survivors learn 
nothing from the violence (1992, 222), the playwright forces some 
of the characters, as well as the spectator, to go beyond violence, 
keeping the action moving forward. He introduces new military 
personnel who arrive to clear the room of the bodies. Other soldiers 
drag Carlyle, howling a now familiar phrase, from the scene of the 
crime: “I don’t understand you people!” (100). And as Rabe posits, 
“The play is about people misunderstanding each other. The vio- 
lence comes out of everybody lying to each other—the games, the 
lies, the masquerading, the maneuvering, are what make the vio- 
lence happen” (qtd. in Berkvist). But what happens after the vio- 
lence? 

Richie and Roger remain alone in their home, and Streamers 
dramatizes the awkwardness, the shock, and the personal guilt that 
the two youths experience. Despite Roger’s first impulse to clean 
the room, to return to order, to dispel chaos from his house, he 
nonetheless engages in personal dialogue with a sobbing Richie. 
Their topic is Billy’s sexuality, the truth of which only Billy knew. 
Each survivor is true to his own perception. “I just wanted to hold 
his hand, Billy’s hand, to talk to him,” pleads Richie, to which 
Roger replies, “But he didn’t wanna; he didn’t wanna.” “He did,” 
claims Richie. “No, man,” retorts Roger. “He did. He did. It’s not 
my fault,” urges Richie (102-3). Their exchange is interrupted as 
Cokes, who is drunk, enters the room to look for Rooney. It is 
important to note that Cokes has no idea of the murders. Therefore, 
the depth of insight that he conveys in his remarks to the boys is 
unprovoked by the preceding actions. Here, one could argue, Cokes 
speaks frankly either because he is drunk and his resistance is low, 
or he is pensive due to his fear of failing health. Whatever the case 
may be, Cokes’s comments are poignant. The sergeant clearly has 
“difficulty maintaining the brand of bravado his macho code de- 
mands” (Christie 111). And unlike Erie in Hughie, men listen to 
Cokes’s words. 
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Cokes’s insights are also notable since they alter the play’s 
thematic direction. While Cokes never denies the existence of vio- 
lence (nor his own ability to be violent), he finally refuses to sanc- 
tify violence—whether toward himself or “others”—as the sole 
definition of man’s existence. His remarks are inspired, finally, by 
his awareness of his own mortality, which “gives you a whole 
funny different waya lookin’ at things” (108). Speaking from his 
experiences, Cokes essentially expresses a hope for man to accept 
others for who they are (“Don’t be yellin’ mean” at Richie, Cokes 
warns Roger, “There’s a lotta worse things in this world than bein’ 
a queer” [107]) and a hope for man to learn from his past mistakes 
in order to value life (“that little gook [in] that spider hole he was 
in, I was sittin’ on it. Fd let him out now, he was in there” [108]). 
This last reference recalls Cokes’s story about his trapping a Korean 
in a spider hole with an active grenade. “I can feel him in there, 
though, bangin’ and yellin’ under me, and his yelling I can hear is 
begging for me to let him out.” Like the vast majority of characters 
in the canon, Cokes is in conflict not only with the male “other” 
who exists outside of himself, but with the difference within him- 
self as well. Streamers dramatizes this thematic from its opening 
dialogue. But, significantly, Cokes comes to realize that he would 
release the “little gook” now, if he had the choice again. Cokes also 
speaks implicitly for the long-range personal value inherent in the 
release of the difference within himself—the “otherness” that per- 
sonalizes his own identity. For a man to release the “other” is to 
free his identity from the powers of the masculine ethos, male 
mythologies, and simple inhumanity. 

Like Carlyle before him, Cokes remains in the room to sleep 
for the night. Again recalling sad, desperate Carlyle’s wishes, Cokes 
also wants to be a part of a home and family, to connect meaning- 
fully with other men, to know that he has the right to be himself, 
and to be able to express his feelings when among men. He also 
adds a “crucial element” to the play, as Werner rightly suggests: 
“the recognition of his own share of responsibility for the chaos 
which surrounds him” (528). But Cokes confesses all these wishes 
and observations while he is drunk. Although Rabe pushes against 
the male stereotype by having Cokes (as well as Richie and Carlyle) 
speak as personally as he does, he has nonetheless settled for 
clichéd, predictable male behavior when it comes to the men’s 
heavy drinking. Thus, sober Richie’s self-disclosing dialogue 
among an interracial, sexually diverse group of men (albeit within 
a confining institution) is one of Rabe’s most surprising contribu- 
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tions to the dramatic representation of male communication and 
identity. 

In the fading moments of Streamers, Cokes sings a “makeshift 
language imitating Korean, to the tune of ‘Beautiful Streamers.’ ”21 
This music signals both closure and (a need for} a new beginning, 
as it eventually becomes a “dream, a lullaby, a farewell, a lament” 
(109). After the silence following his song, Cokes “makes the soft, 
whispering sound of a child imitating an explosion, and his en- 
twined fingers come apart” (110). This image resonates with mean- 
ing for all male characters. To a tragic extent, language fails the 
men in Streamers (or rather, they fail to use language construc- 
tively), yet the soldiers still urgently desire to reconnect to some- 
thing meaningful. As the “lingering light fades” in the room, this 
vision of men’s willful destruction is juxtaposed with the tranquil 
simplicity of its execution, a simplicity that wells from man’s en- 
during, unbounded imagination. Like a child, a man, too, can 
mindlessly destroy (his) creations. Man and child alike have the 
powers to recreate, yet they must do so from the beginning. It is 
this infantile self—a spirit of imagination, vitality, and promise (a 
spirit, therefore, which is distinct from Pifiero’s spirit of under- 
standing)—who intuits and reveals the risks necessary to create 
anew. This spirit of the infantile self creates beginnings. In this 
closing gesture, Cokes implicitly accepts men’s power to change. 
Armed with the self-knowledge that comes through change, a man 
can face his fear of powerlessness by exercising his power of indi- 
vidualization, which in turn, recognizes his awareness of the differ- 
ence within all humanity. Cokes projects this self-knowledge cumu- 
latively: first through his personal, reflective comments to Richie 
and Roger, and then in his final childlike gesture. Streamers ends 
not in violence, but in a riveting, inarticulate image of a man’s 
expression of truth. 

And so, another trio of men now sleeps in this room. Amid 
their collective losses, they give birth to a different unity. Different 
men reconnect, if only for a moment. Rabe finds a beginning for 
new communicative levels, and in particular for male interaction. 
This optimal dynamic resides in men’s willingness to free the dif- 
ference within themselves. Only by starting here—by releasing the 
“little gook” in the spider hole—can men gain self-knowledge and, 
in turn, begin to know “others” more fully. In this vein, the press- 
ing challenge facing today’s playwrights is to present male charac- 
ters who, neither drunk nor facing death, come to express this 
understanding. For one to dramatize such a character convincingly 
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and un-self-consciously constitutes a radical act of male representa- 
tion in American drama. 

Human contact in Streamers is the sharing of personal words, 
fleeting as it may be in this devastating play, which is distinguished 
by its glimpses of atypical representations of men among men. De- 
spite much criticism to the contrary, Streamers takes a decisive 
step to dramatize one direction that may eventually lead male char- 
acters out of Albee’s zoo. 


A Quiet End, Robin Swados 


For the men in Streamers, Vietnam is a horrific menace that looms 
before them—an experience they have yet to face in person, the 
fear of which relentlessly informs their entire being. In Robin 
Swados’s A Quiet End, Tony, a Vietnam veteran who survived the 
Asian killing fields, returns home to find years later that he must 
face yet another life-threatening battle. Thirty-eight years old, the 
unemployed gay actor and athlete is living with AIDS. At the open- 
ing of A Quiet End, set “early last winter” in the 1980s (Swados 
1991a, 8),22 Tony resides in an AIDS hospice in Upper Manhattan 
with two other unemployed gay men who are also living with the 
disease: Max, a witty and articulate, often cynical Jew in his early 
thirties, who has been dismissed from his teaching position for 
distributing AIDS information to an inquiring, possibly ill student; 
and midwestern Billy, a lapsed Catholic in his late twenties, who 
is a struggling pianist-composer. 

In its blend of medical care in a domestic environment, the 
hospice is a unique setting for the gravely ill. In a rundown apart- 
ment converted by an AIDS support organization called the Project, 
Swados’s three men find themselves living under the same roof 
solely because of their health and their need for psychological, 
emotional, and economic sustenance from others. Medical person- 
nel are a phone call away, as these men try to live independently 
amid some semblance of home—a home that, in the end, they must 
create for themselves. They must also take responsibility for the 
operations of their hospice-home for as long as they remain in it. 
Thus, unlike the more restricted, monitored, dependent life of a 
patient in a conventional hospital,?° the person living with AIDS 
in the hospice is part of a community of the ill, a community that 
takes responsibility for its own immediate needs. 

The discourse coherence in male-cast plays like A Quiet End, 
Corinne Jacker’s Terminal, and Tom Cole’s Medal of Honor Rag, 
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which are set in hospitals, hospices, or nursing homes, differs 
markedly from the discourse coherence in plays set in other 
confining institutions such as prisons or the military. Whereas 
plays like Short Eyes and Streamers move in a cycle of personal 
dialogue and violence, A Quiet End adheres to social and personal 
dialogues, with the latter dominating the men’s communication. 
Unlike Streamers, where alcohol readily flows, the characters in 
Swados’s hospice neither drink nor ingest unprescribed drugs. And 
most noticeably, there is no physical violence or verbal abuse. 

Physical contact between Swados’s men surfaces, not as a 
threatening act of aggression, but as a consoling means. Nonerotic 
physical gestures—a heartfelt hug, a knowing touch, or a firm cra- 
dling—spontaneously happen between the characters. One man’s 
efforts to combat another’s “rage and hurt” (77) through physical 
comfort is as common as personal dialogue to untangle a web of 
angry feelings. This physical interaction, nonsexual yet familiar, 
extends the dramatic options we have covered so far available to 
men. Such coded gestures, while infrequently exercised in male- 
cast plays, remain within the domain of gay and bisexual charac- 
ters’ actions. In this regard, Swados’s choices remain part of the 
traditional pattern in male representation. A heterosexual character 
rarely initiates physical contact in his efforts to comfort any man, 
especially if the two males are in a nonfamilial relationship to one 
another.”4 

There are fourteen discrete conversations in A Quiet End, of 
which twelve are dyadic. This nearly exclusive reliance upon dy- 
adic talks in a play cast with three or more characters distinguishes 
A Quiet End from plays like The Toilet and Short Eyes whose 
structure relies upon group conversations. Only one fully realized 
group talk occurs among the roommates, and that is early on in act 
1 (a brief encounter involving all three men, however, ends act 2, 
scene 1). When the roommates speak collectively, their conversa- 
tion circulates between social and, predominantly, personal dia- 
logue. 

When it maintains a unified realist structure, A Quiet End is 
kin with two-character plays such as Hughie and The Zoo Story. 
Unlike the discourse coherence in these plays, however, all twelve 
dyadic interchanges in A Quiet End are personal dialogues. In five 
of the talks, the only participants are the roommates; in three, 
either Max or Billy speaks with Jason, who is Max’s lover; and in 
the remaining four, each roommate or Jason speaks privately to a 
psychiatrist. 
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I draw attention to the breakdown of characters’ conversations 
in the play for two reasons. The dyadic relationship between men 
in a confining institutional setting yields personal dialogue, as in 
Short Eyes and Streamers. But Swados interrupts “real” dramatic 
time. A remark made during a conversation between Billy and Max 
triggers a flashback for Max to his private talk with the Project’s 
psychiatrist. Each man in the play has a comparable flashback to a 
conversation with the doctor; only Jason’s talk with him occurs in 
present time at the play’s conclusion. For all intents and purposes, 
the otherwise realist structure of the play is interrupted by the 
characters’ interaction with the psychiatrist, who is heard but not 
seen. As in so many male-cast plays, men are self-disclosing to 
authority figures whose cultural or professional role is to get infor- 
mation, to get someone else to talk and to reveal more about him- 
self: a therapist, a doctor, a police officer, a judge, a boss, a clergy- 
man. 

What is interesting in Swados’s play is that the men’s conversa- 
tions with the psychiatrist do not substantially alter the roommates’ 
or the lovers’ desire and ability to speak frankly among themselves. 
From the start, the men appear to be comfortable in interacting 
personally with each other. Although they are still getting to know 
one another, linked in time and space through their circumstantial 
living arrangement and the shared threat of death, the roommates 
are still presented as receptive, conversant individuals. This quality 
stems from a sense of each man being content with his self-identity, 
which, initially, is defined by his sexuality. No man in this play 
threatens another man’s sense of himself. In terms of discourse 
coherence, therefore, A Quiet End is based on personal dialogue. 
What, then, is the function of the therapist in this play’s discourse 
coherence? While the men may well reveal details to the psychia- 
trist that they would not otherwise (Swados 1991b), such informa- 
tion primarily adds to the spectator’s composite of a particular 
character. It does not appreciably alter the personal dynamic that 
each man brings to and demands from his interaction with the 
others. Let me illustrate this with an example, one that is character- 
istic of the dynamics among the men outside their brief talks with 
the psychiatrist. 

During the only significant interaction involving all three 
roommates, each man is an eager participant in the conversation. 
A fascinating feature in the men’s triadic talk is that the topics that 
surface during their social dialogue—football, for instance—become 
catalysts for their personal reflections, including their deeper feel- 
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ings. By being interested listeners and respecting each individual’s 
right to his own history and feelings, Swados’s men create a safe 
space for a speaker’s self-disclosures. The quiet end is the result of 
the characters’ commitment to maintain personal communication, 
a commitment evident in how they talk with one another. If they 
do not “understand” a comment (19), they ask for an explanation— 
and get one in return. 

When Tony reveals to Max and Billy that he was a high school 
football player, the two roommates respond differently. Max is re- 
pulsed initially because it is such an “animalistic,” macho activity 
(19). Billy, who is a noncompetitive athlete in his own right, is 
captivated by the thought. What distinguishes the lengthy discus- 
sion of football is the immediacy with which the men move from 
cliché (Max, the college graduate and nonathlete, hates the sport; 
Billy, the athlete with a high school diploma, admires it) to per- 
sonal truths about what the subject triggers on a deeper level. Billy 
admits that he finds football “sexy” and that he “fantasize[s] about 
football players... [with] [a]ll those clothes to take off” (21). And 
Max admits to Billy why he hates sports: “I was always the last to 
be chosen” (24). Moving effortlessly from social to personal, self- 
examining dialogue, Swados’s characters are aware that, literally, 
“football’s got nothing to do” with the intimate feelings they are 
revealing and accepting (24). They demand complete, honest rela- 
tionships from one another in their hospice-home, and they car- 
ingly, yet aggressively, establish that they will settle for nothing 
less. This communicative dynamic appears “natural” for these men; 
it also surfaces in the absence of an authoritative figure. 

As an institutional play, A Quiet End begins where Short Eyes 
leaves off. Only after witnessing death do Pifiero’s characters come 
to realize that they fail as men because they place themselves 
“above understanding” (Pifiero 1975, 120); on the other hand, 
Swados’s roommates, each of whom is acutely aware of his incur- 
able disease and hence his mortality, affirm their commitment to 
try to understand others while expecting others to work toward 
understanding them as well. Certainly, it is arguable that the men 
in the hospice speak truthfully to one another simply because they 
are facing death. (For example, Cokes, fearful of having leukemia, 
releases his personal feelings in the monologue that closes Stream- 
ers.) But there is a less conscious explanation if one connects the 
speaker’s relationship to the “other,” to the difference within him- 
self; I will return to this observation a bit later. 

For now, however, just as Pifiero’s Juan demonstrates the 
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power a listener possesses in any given conversation, so each of 
Swados’s men goes one step further by verbalizing the importance 
of the listener to a speaker of personal dialogue. Hearing Max’s 
complaint that Tony has no idea of the humiliation Max experi- 
enced as a youth, Billy criticizes the former schoolteacher for his 
failure to negotiate the comprehensive dynamics that are essential 
to meaningful conversation. Again, those dynamics are propelled 
by the participants’ mutual commitment to work toward an under- 
standing. “You don’t listen,” Billy accuses Max. “You don’t listen 
to anyone. Did it ever occur to you what he [Tony] might have 
gone through? You were already out in high school” (25). Aware 
that he may be callous to another’s needs because of his compul- 
sion to articulate everything, to rely upon “words, too many words” 
(24) and not listen generously, Max comes to understand that he 
can expect to be heard by others only if he is willing to listen in 
turn. Embarrassed at his insensitivity, Max follows Billy’s advice 
to “talk to [Tony] and find out” how he is doing (26). Tony needs 
to hear that Max has come to talk with, not to, him—to hear that 
Max has come to listen. 

As demonstrated in previous chapters, metalinguistic interac- 
tion characterizes many characters’ conversations. A Quiet End is 
no exception (although these characters talk about talk much less 
than, for example, the men do in Glengarry Glen Ross or American 
Buffalo). Along with their expressed desire to have each other lis- 
ten well, the roommates say what they want from verbal exchange. 
A quick sampling of the direct appeals for talk: “Will he talk to 
me” (30); “Why don’t you say something” (31); “It’s me you’re 
talking to” (44); “Listen to me” (61); “You're not listening to what 
I’m saying!” (62); “I’m trying to talk to you” (62); “Talk about the 
truth?” (67); “Talk to me” (69); “Talk to them” (76); and, “I wanted 
to talk about it” (80). When faced with such appeals, Swados’s 
characters choose to engage in conversation. In talking, they refuse 
to “avoid reality.” Only twice do characters appeal for silence. 
First, after becoming ill at the end of Max’s football tirade, Tony 
asks Max to “shut up ... just shut the fuck up” (23). The second 
instance captures one’s choice to sustain indefinitely the power of 
silence. After the psychiatrist asks him why he has not come out 
to his Iowa family, let alone told them that he has AIDS, Billy 
replies, “Certain things are better left unsaid” (56). But Billy 
changes his opinion two months later, after Tony’s death (act 2, 
scene 2). Speaking to Max, Billy expresses his need to return to his 
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birth family (that is, to his mother and sister, the only absent 
women mentioned in the play) to “talk to them... [to] get to know 
them” (76), since he has come to value his own identity and to 
desire to name that self at “home.” Not to do so is to “hide” (74). 
For Billy to feel, perhaps for the first time in his life, the power 
residing within the liberation of self-knowledge, he must engage 
speech. Over the course of the two-month period of the play’s ac- 
tion, Billy matures significantly. As a gay man living with AIDS, 
he comes to realize that on every front, including the familial, si- 
lence = death. 

Billy’s finding his own voice, as it were, is part of an ongoing 
revolution in the representation of gay men’s lives in American 
theater. The early years of the American dramatic representation 
of gay characters is “distorted” and restricted (Shewey xi). Positive 
images of gay life, and of most American minorities’ lives, were for 
all intents and purposes absent in the American theater until the 
1960s. Caught in stereotyped portraits that presented them as 
“frivolous fairies, psychotic bulldykes or suicidal queens,”*> gay 
people began in the late 1960s to “demand honest portrayals of 
ourselves onstage; we wanted positive images, role models, alterna- 
tives to stereotypes” (Shewey xi)—-a movement for community con- 
trol over the dramatic images of its own lives. In this regard, the 
positive, realist portrait of gay men in A Quiet End is part of a 
historical, dramatic continuum. Billy, Max, and Tony accept with- 
out regret their identities as gay men. While each regrets some of 
his past choices, not one ever apologizes for being gay.? The issue 
for a character is not that he is a gay man but rather how he chooses 
to live his life as a man.?” Each man’s challenge is as essential as 
that facing any character: how to live life honestly. 

The lengthy scene that closes act 1 focuses on Max’s conversa- 
tion with his boyfriend, Jason, who arrives at the hospice to visit. 
Jason and Max have not spoken in two months, each harboring his 
own reasons. Jason comes to break the silence, to find out how he 
can help Max, and also to tell him that he had the AIDS test earlier 
that day. In their interaction, the two men cover a wide range of 
poignant, unsettling personal issues: the future of Max’s pets; their 
mutual dislike of the other’s friends; Max’s all-consuming commit- 
ment to group “therapy talk” (44); Max’s history of sleeping around 
with lots of men; Jason’s AIDS test; and most importantly, their 
complicated feelings toward one another. Each man is direct in 
expressing what he knows to be the truth, even if it momentarily 
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hurts his partner. Facing their lives, knowing the fragility of their 
own mortality keenly, Max and Jason struggle to express that which 
needs to be said for each to be able to go on living constructively.?8 

After Jason’s initial question to Max about his health—“How 
are you feeling” (35)—the men blurt out, protest, mull over, ignore, 
and measure their feelings. Confronted with such intimacy, the 
men are stung, humiliated, angry, defensive, nearly out of control, 
affectionate, frustrated, anxious, and eventually heartbroken. It is 
easy to see from this range of emotions that Max and Jason do not 
desert one another in their verbal exchange. Amid their painful 
confrontation with one another, the men keep the conversation 
alive as they talk, listen, analyze, and challenge. They accomplish 
this without the presence of a psychiatrist. It is important to ac- 
knowledge the advance in dramatizing male characters engaged in 
this level of self-disclosure outside of the therapist’s office. Max 
and Jason trust, as best as they know how, that they must continue 
to talk to one another if each is to know again the integrity and 
genuine compassion that exists between them, regardless if they are 
or are not to be lovers. The two men are necessarily beyond silence 
if they are committed to understanding their future relationship. 

Thematics by now familiar for male interaction arise during the 
personal dialogue here and in act 2. Repeatedly, the characters 
express a longing for home (both an external and an internal place 
where one does not feel abandoned, isolated, or alone), a fear of 
death, and a passionate plea “to be understood” by or “to under- 
stand” another person. When Jason confronts Max with “I don’t 
understand you!” (48), Max steadily pursues an explanation. Two 
further thematics undramatized in the male-cast plays previously 
analyzed (with the exception of If This Isn’t Love! and Juan’s ac- 
tions in Short Eyes) are fully realized in act 2 of A Quiet End 
(thematics that also figure prominently in the personal dialogue of 
the noninstitutional plays to be discussed in chapter 4): first, man’s 
responsibility, when and wherever possible, to engage actively in 
efforts to minimize another man’s suffering (47); and second, the 
strength and human dignity to be found in the power of love. 

Act 2 is composed of four scenes that break with the neoclassic 
unities. Scene 1 takes place two months after the conclusion of act 
1; it occurs in two locations, the realized hospice and the imaginary 
psychiatrist’s office. At the conclusion of scene 1, Tony dies in his 
hospice-home, comforted by his family of roommates. After his 
memorial service, Billy and Max return alone to the hospice in 
scene 2, and Billy informs Max that he will soon return to his 
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native home and relatives in Iowa. In scene 3, several days after the 
memorial service, Jason returns to the hospice to take Max to his 
(Jason’s) house, where they will create a new home together as one 
another’s family. And in the final scene, weeks after Max’s funeral, 
Jason, on the verge of redefining what home and family will now 
mean to him, speaks with the psychiatrist in his (imaginary) office. 

I have focused on the various shifts in time and place that 
occur in act 2 to illustrate how the act, amid change, is driven 
forward by the men’s steady efforts to confront the relativity of 
such heavily coded concepts as home and family. The discourse 
coherence in the act is structured as personal dialogue, and home 
and family are concepts in process throughout, with no single 
meaning valued more preciously than another. What the men come 
to treasure is the knowledge (and experience) that these terms re- 
main in flux: their manifestations reflect the dynamics that are, out 
of necessity, relative to their immediate situations and needs. Thus 
in scene 1, Tony dies knowing that he is with men who, despite 
their individual differences from one another, still connect with 
him “as is,” to borrow the title of William Hoffman’s AIDS play. 
For Tony, the hospice is his home and his roommates are his fam- 
ily. Most importantly, Tony is not alone when he dies—he is in the 
presence of, as well as loved by, those with whom he shared a 
home. 

Billy, in particular, actively involves himself in doing what he 
can to ease Tony’s psychological and physical pain. “What do you 
want me to do?” Billy asks the lonely, hurting man, to which Tony 
replies, “Listen to me” (61).29 Through the sustenance of conversa- 
tion, Tony fully engages the power of personal dialogue to lighten 
his soul’s burden about his unsuccessful career and unsatisfying 
sex and love life. For Tony, there is long overdue relief in “talk[ing] 
about the truth” freely in front of another person (67), one who is 
also suffering.3° Amid Tony’s confessions, however, the horror of 
living with AIDS is more rawly dramatized than at any other point 
in the play. Suffering from increasing dementia and paranoia, Tony 
is seized periodically by multiple spasms of pain. “I just want this 
to be over,” he reveals to Billy (66); “I fucked up....I want this 
pain. I like it. I deserve it....I hurt so bad” (67—68). Rejecting 
Billy’s efforts to call a doctor, Tony screams out, “I DON’T WANT 
TO KEEP GOING! Don’t you understand?” (68). In desperation, 
Billy resorts to the only nonmedical relief that he trusts and mutu- 
ally understands with Tony—physical contact and conversation. 
Cradling the dying man in his arms, Billy encourages him: “Talk 
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to me....C’mon. Say something. Say anything” (69-70). Communi- 
cation, here, becomes the sign of life. And when the words stop, 
Billy knows that Tony is dead. 

Soon after the opening of scene 2, Max echoes Billy’s words 
to Tony as he tells Billy, his surviving roommate, “Talk to me” 
(72). Billy proceeds to tell Max that he is leaving the hospice to 
return to his childhood home; he does not “want to die alone,” 
which, to Billy, means that he wants to renew a relationship with 
his mother, one of the play’s absent women (74). The roommates’ 
conversation is filled with firm, conflicting opinions, but the men 
insist that some understanding of what is being said occur before 
the conversation ends. (Thus, the scene goes several rounds beyond 
the singular “I don’t understand, I don’t want to understand” clos- 
ing interaction between the men in The Zoo Story.) Unlike the 
characters in Short Eyes and, to a lesser extent, Streamers who are 
confined to their institutional spaces, Billy and Max can leave their 
space any time they want. They choose, however, to remain until 
they have communicated with one another as clearly and caringly 
as is possible—all for the sake of establishing a base of mutual 
understanding.*? 

Acknowledging to Max what he learns from Tony’s life and 
death, Billy succinctly articulates the components of his model for 
personal change, a change that will lead to the benefits one can 
claim from self-identity. In the male-cast canon, such change is 
nearly always dramatized as beyond the experience or imagination 
of most characters, since it implicitly connects to the difference 
within one’s self. “Tony wasn’t ashamed to cry,” Billy recalls. “He 
wasn’t ashamed to tell me he was in pain. He wasn’t ashamed to 
ask me to hold him. He just grabbed me and I knew. He refused to 
hide from anyone” (74). The role of speech—and particularly the 
value placed on the honest expression of personal feelings—distin- 
guishes this alternative model of male behavior. In his refusal “to 
hide from anyone” anymore, Billy no longer hides from himself. 
Although his immediate act of self-recognition foreshadows his im- 
pending coming out to his mother, on a more profound level, Billy 
accepts that he is going to die soon. He also realizes that he needs 
the strength of someone who is healthy to help him through that 
demanding process. And while Max is certainly a friend (74), he 
is nonetheless a friend who is seriously ill. Billy chooses to hide 
from these facts no longer. In doing so, Billy frees himself through 
the truths of self-disclosure and self-identity to the vital energy of 
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self-empowerment that he will draw upon during his remaining 
lifetime. 

In turn, Max overcomes his pride in order to understand that 
he, too, cannot and does not want to die alone. Through their 
tireless personal dialogue in scene 2, Billy and Max help one an- 
other better to understand, as best as they can, what the next step 
of their lives is going to be all about. Billy, increasingly more force- 
ful in his convictions, forces Max to be aware of his need to “let 
[Jason] in” to his life (75). Jason, after all, is the appropriate one to 
be there for Max during his final days; the two men are “crazy” 
about each other. Furthermore, Jason wants to and is able to help 
Max “make it through” (78). And so, in scene 3, Jason comes to 
“take [Max] home” (79), as Max “now manifests a terrible weari- 
ness, both from phy$ical illness and psychological fatigue” (78). 

Through Jason’s act of coming to take Max home in order to 
care for him, the two previously undramatized thematics converge. 
Not only does Jason turn his understanding of Max’s suffering into 
a direct action that serves both of their personal needs, but he does 
so through the unconditional power of love. As Jason admits to 
Max: I “want to make what’s left of your life meaningful. Filling it 
with some warmth—some kindness. ... Getting you to believe that 
you're valuable. To yourself, and to me. I don’t think I knew how 
to let you know before” (80). Jason’s self-disclosing admission illus- 
trates the characterological flexibility that a playwright has at his 
disposal when he chooses not to adhere to the neoclassic unities 
in his play’s structure. (Following this line of thinking, one can 
deepen one’s appreciation for the rare representation of men’s per- 
sonal dialogue that occurs in Short Eyes’ epilogue and, even more 
immediately, at Streamers’ conclusion—two plays that are struc- 
tured more closely to the neoclassic principles than is A Quiet 
End.) Through the passing of time (apparently over the two months 
of dramatic time separating acts 1 and 2), Jason “changes” (80), just 
as Adam and Eric “change” over decades in If This Isn’t Love! The 
change in A Quiet End encourages Jason to accept some responsi- 
bility for the life and death of someone he knows and loves— 
someone who desperately needs him at this time. Finding strength 
and dignity in his love for Max, Jason tells him: “Allow me the 
luxury of making your life something more than this emptiness” 
(80).32 

It is irrelevant whether Jason comes to Max as a friend or as a 
lover; he comes to him as one who loves him. In response, Max 
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acknowledges that Jason is “asking something very major” by invit- 
ing the ill man “to open up [his] heart all over again” (81). For 
Max, life has become only “silence and sickness” (82). Although 
he can do nothing about Max’s illness, Jason knows that he can at 
least offer words to defeat the ominous silence. As Oswald in 
Jacker’s Terminal says of those who are ill, “Nobody’s in a mood 
to chat” (23). It is Max’s choice to judge if such an offering will 
soothe or wound his heart. Nevertheless, Jason admits, “I wanted 
to talk” (82), knowing—as Billy experiences with Tony—that con- 
versation can be part of a lifeline if genuinely engaged. And so Max 
accepts Jason’s lifeline for as long as he is alive. As Jason tells the 
psychiatrist in the play’s closing scene, “[Max] told me, before he 
died, that he wanted me to read [his journal]. I wouldn’t have, 
when he was alive—I didn’t need to. If there was something on his 
mind, he told me” (84). In reopening his heart to Jason, Max makes 
the right choice. The men share unconditional love and conversa- 
tion, not deadening silence, until the end. 

In terms of realist drama, Swados’s play makes a remarkable 
contribution to gay theater and to the canon of published American 
male-cast plays. Male-cast plays that focus on the AIDS crisis are 
at the forefront of the present movement in drama that is challeng- 
ing the representation of men among themselves. Most, if not all, 
such plays have come from within the gay community. While 
“AIDS is not a gay disease,” as Douglas Crimp reminds us, the gay 
and lesbian communities have responded artistically and politi- 
cally to the crisis because it has become a pandemic “of stigmatiza- 
tion rooted in homophobia” (250). Crimp also argues the political 
limitations of dramatic realism to represent effectively this crisis. 
Criticizing Larry Kramer’s mixed-cast play, The Normal Heart, 
Crimp states, “Because the play is written within the most tradi- 
tional conventions of bourgeois theatre, its politics are the politics 
of bourgeois individualism” (248). Crimp would likely criticize A 
Quiet End also on the grounds of its being “a purely personal—not 
a political—drama” (248),35 an end that the playwright actually 
intended. “A Quiet End is not about politics,” Swados says. “It’s 
about taking care of others and believing once in awhile in this 
‘me’ decade that taking care of others should be more important 
than taking care of yourself” (qtd. in Fredman). For my immediate 
purposes, however, and perhaps at odds with both Crimp and 
Swados in their respective meanings of political theater, I suggest 
that A Quiet End is noteworthy for its unconventional representa- 
tion of male communicative interaction, an interaction that as- 
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sumes (as dramatized, intentionally or not, from the characters’ 
perspectives) that the personal can be, and often is, political. 

It is necessary first to place Swados’s work on the continuum 
of gay theater. While the discourse coherence in most post-Stone- 
wall, pre-AIDS plays has circulated between social and personal 
dialogue, it has also generally focused only on a one-dimensional 
representation of homosexuals, and often only on their sexuality. 
It has neglected to represent a culture that “isn’t just sexual” 
(Kramer 114). What has been missing in the realist gay male-cast 
play (to be distinguished from the more recent representations in 
nonrealist gay male-cast plays such as Harvey Fierstein’s Safe Sex 
or Robert Chesley’s Jerker, or from the representation of gay rela- 
tionships in mixed-cast plays such as The Normal Heart, Lanford 
Wilson’s Fifth of July, and Tony Kushner’s Angels in America) is a 
dramatized awareness of the deeper pleasures of sex that can ac- 
company homoerotic desire—the sharing of intimacy and vulner- 
ability, the personal risks undertaken, the trust established, the 
freedom to move safely between fantasy and reality; in short, the 
world of the emotions, with all its possibilities for growth and 
knowledge. “If you want somebody to understand who you are,” 
remarks Fierstein, “it’s not enough to talk about your sex life, but 
what your emotional life is as well” (qtd. in P. Miller 22). To this 
end, Don Shewey notes the caution under which all minority cul- 
tures function: “The despairing view is that by making one attribute 
the basis of our identity—whether it be sexual preference, race, or 
religion—we give others permission to persecute us on the same 
basis” (xxvii). 

In response to the AIDS crisis, plays focusing on the disease 
have, appropriately and paradoxically, begun to fill in this charac- 
ter and situational depth.*+ As John Clum concludes, AIDS “chal- 
lenges gay men more strongly than ever to make their identities 
known” in drama as well as in the streets (1989, 189). But as Mark 
Gevisser qualifies, the AIDS epidemic “has served, in many ways, 
to mainstream gay men: we carry a deadly virus, and whether this 
elicits sympathy for us or stigmatizes us, it makes us known” (48). 
For these reasons, dramas dealing with AIDS, or those in which 
AIDS is at least a present reality in the lives of the plays’ characters, 
seem to accomplish what Shewey cites as a desirable feature of gay 
theater: to “explore the content of gay lives rather than parading 
propaganda ...or melodrama” (xxi). 

Few pre-AIDS, realist gay male plays dramatize men capable 
of sustaining personal discourse, especially without drinking (or, 
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occasionally, resorting to violence), for the purpose of establishing 
something in addition to a relationship based solely upon sex.35 
Again, this observation is intended only to identify representations 
traditionally absent from realist gay male-cast plays; it is not a 
judgment on the value, whether cultural or dramaturgical, of gay 
plays that do not emphasize personal dialogue. My point, rather, 
is that while many of these early plays (and many that continue to 
be written) performed an important part in helping to shape a com- 
munity’s identity, in allowing members of the community to see 
images of itself that they had otherwise been denied, it is not until 
the advent of drama focused on AIDS that gay men see themselves 
among themselves three-dimensionally. As Edmund White re- 
marks, “[T]he tragedy of AIDS has made gay men more reflective 
on the great questions of love, death, morality, and identity, the 
very preoccupations that have always animated serious fiction and 
poetry” (24). And for the purposes of this study of the American 
male-cast play, that dimension is strikingly evident in the discourse 
coherence—in what the men talk about during their personal dia- 
logue—in male-cast dramas that focus on AIDS. 

If A Quiet End advances the dramaturgy of realist gay male-cast 
plays, it simultaneously contributes to the representation of men 
among themselves, as captured within the canon of male-cast 
drama. While no one should deny the shared features that bring 
Swados’s men to their hospice room—gay men living with AIDS— 
no one should assume that those features guarantee the roommates 
will relate personally to one another. Different gay characters in the 
same situation might just as easily become one another’s enemy or 
engage only in social dialogue. It is the semiotic of maleness in 
male-cast plays that codes gay characters as active participants in 
talk exchanges; such a coding, however, is determinist and unreal- 
istic. And one can be gay and homophobic. Homophobia, quite 
often the major barrier that men must overcome for themselves, 
underlies most straight, and many bisexual and gay characters’ 
anxieties prior to their engagement of self-disclosing dialogue.*® 
From the beginning of A Quiet End, however, Swados’s characters 
are beyond that barrier; they relate to and understand each other 
as self-identified, proud gay men. In respect to the representation 
of American men among themselves, this is no small accomplish- 
ment. 

Viewed strictly from the position of its structure, Swados’s 
play achieves and maintains a level of discourse coherence that is 
uncommon for a male-cast play, regardless of the characters’ race, 
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ethnicity, class, or sexual orientation.?” While Piñero and Rabe pre- 
sent men who accomplish comparable feats of individualization— 
occurrences that distinguish their works from most other plays set 
in confining institutions—neither writer sustains that talk without 
outbursts of violence to rupture the men’s communicative dynam- 
ics. A Quiet End, therefore, sets a standard for the dramatic repre- 
sentation of men who are committed to self-disclosing, nonviolent 
interaction. It also establishes a rare visual reinforcement for the 
normalcy of nonsexual physical comfort between men while still 
foregrounding the standard dramatic portrait in gay theater of the 
naturalness of sexual intimacy between gay characters. These quali- 
ties, in and of themselves, are both aesthetic and political achieve- 
ments when it comes to representing diverse male subjectivities in 
American drama. It remains to be seen in chapter 4, however, if 
this dramaturgical standard is evident in any realist male-cast plays 
that present men who are neither confined to an institution nor 
faced with a merciless illness in the mirror. 
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Twentieth-century American playwrights have rarely imagined 
male characters whose dialogue is not overdetermined by the 
power of the masculine ethos and male mythologies. Likewise, 
playwrights seldom elect to represent men among themselves with- 
out their being at some point drunk or drugged, verbally or physi- 
cally violent toward one another. But this dramatic picture of men’s 
lives is starting to change as the male-cast play makes its way 
toward a new century, a time that will undoubtedly be marked by 
changes already animating American culture: changes in the ways 
in which men think about, as well as live among, themselves. 

It remains the task of American drama to imagine men at such 
a challenging time in human history. Due in large part to the revo- 
lutionary influence of feminism on contemporary thought, ideol- 
ogy, and culture, American men are more conscious than ever of 
the powers of the masculine ethos, male mythologies, and violence 
as forces that shape their lives. “[N]ot all men have found it pos- 
sible, and not all men have found it desirable,” according to Lynne 
Segal, “to participate in the social relations which generate domi- 
nance” (130). Consequently, many of these men are aware that 
other powers—nonviolent, personal means—exist to encourage one 
toward self-definition. Man has choice whether or not to name and 
claim his difference within. It is on this level of self-realization 
that processes of change—personal, cultural, political, and moral— 
are located. 

The four plays in this chapter focus on male characters who 
experience and realize a kind of personal freedom. They achieve 
this sense of freedom by breaking through critical cultural barriers 
of gender codings that otherwise limit, or prohibit, such growth. 
They move toward a level of self-knowledge that approaches code- 
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lessness, as it were, in its adherence to the power of individualiza- 
tion. This codeless, or decoded, sense of male subjectivity, when 
revealed in the discourse coherence of realist drama, is quite possi- 
bly the most challenging—even threatening—male dramatic repre- 
sentation: it is, after all, the most unfamiliar stage image. 

It may come as no surprise at this point that only two plays in 
a chapter that focuses on characters’ risk, responsibility, and indi- 
vidualization are cast primarily with heterosexual white males: 
Dick Goldberg’s Family Business and David Mamet’s American 
Buffalo. Privileged in patriarchal culture, straight white men stand 
to lose the most if they challenge the structure of their empower- 
ment. Yet the traditional hero, if he engages in personal dialogue 
for the sake of individualization, necessarily questions such privi- 
lege. Hence, it is perhaps an inevitable reflection of social reality 
that the majority of plays to follow in this discussion include mi- 
nority characters, those on the margins of the straight white-male 
power structure: Philip Kan Gotanda’s comic drama Yankee Dawg 
You Die centers on two Asian American actors; Alonzo Lamont, 
Jr.’s drama That Serious He-Man Ball concentrates on three African 
American friends; and even Family Business represents degrees of 
marginalization—this Jewish family includes one gay relative. 
Gotanda’s and Lamont’s plays are the first in this study in which 
the casts are not only exclusively men of color, but men of the 
same color among themselves.1 


Yankee Dawg You Die, Philip Kan Gotanda 


During the 1980s, Asian American playwrights began to receive 
long overdue critical attention and popular acceptance in the 
American theater. Several have written male-cast plays or 
monodramas or both: David Henry Hwang, Lane Nishikawa, 
Laurence Yep, James Yoshimura, and Philip Kan Gotanda. As has 
Hwang, Gotanda has enjoyed numerous productions of his work, 
most notably, of Yankee Dawg You Die, across the country. The 
structure of Yankee Dawg is atypical among the plays I have ana- 
lyzed: it is a nonrealist play, composed of realist scenes framed 
with interludes (Gotanda 1991, 4, 6).2 The majority of these inter- 
ludes are monologues delivered before a nonrepresented audience. 

Utilizing monologues and soliloquies to precede and follow 
dialogues, Gotanda foregrounds both novelistic and cinematic fea- 
tures. During monologues, each man speaks before imagined indi- 
viduals or groups; these different listeners elicit personal traits that 
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often differ from those suggested in shared conversations. When 
soliloquizing, each man expresses inner thoughts, his difference 
within, that might go unspoken if Yankee Dawg were structured 
as a classical realist play. Freeing characters’ lives from the con- 
straints of time, space, and action to create variations in male sub- 
jectivity, the playwright of nonrealism deconstructs cultural cod- 
ings that forge, in drama, one’s social identity.2 And because 
Gotanda shows us the men’s lives outside of their immediate rela- 
tionships, the spectator has the opportunity to understand what 
events influence the growth of the men’s interaction with one an- 
other. Personal changes occur, therefore, both inside and outside 
the characters’ shared realist conversations. In this way, the single- 
voiced talk in the interludes influences the shared talk in the scenes 
that in turn influences the talk in the interludes, and so on. 

The sixteen scenes in Yankee Dawg occur over one year at 
settings in and around Los Angeles. In the opening interlude, 
Vincent Chang, a “former hoofer” who is in his late sixties, is seen 
in one of his 1940s film roles as Sergeant Moto, a prototypical 
World War II Japanese detention guard (6, 4). Such roles illustrate 
“the humiliation that Asian American actors have suffered when 
enslaved by screen stereotyping” (F. Rich 1989). In a monologue 
delivered in “an exaggerated, stereotypic—almost cartoonish man- 
ner” (6), the Japanese American man (who markets himself as a 
Chinese American) articulates what becomes the play’s basic con- 
cern with racial and sexual self-identity: “Why can’t you hear what 
I’m saying? Why can’t you see me as I really am?” This concern, 
captured in a voice with multiple layers of diversity and marginal- 
ization—that is, in the voice of a minority actor playing a character 
whose race is different from his own—actually frames the discourse 
coherence in the play’s realist scenes as it develops from social into 
personal dialogues. This progression into personal dialogue sup- 
ports Richard Christiansen’s contention that “the substance of the 
play” is “how [the men] come to terms with their work and their 
personal lives, each man learning from and teaching the other.” 
Yankee Dawg is about one’s struggle to be heard and seen for who 
he truly is. 

In the play’s opening realist scene at a Hollywood Hills party, 
Vincent meets Bradley Yamashita, an aggressive, ambitious, self- 
confident, twenty-seven-year-old fellow actor. Engaging in social 
dialogue, the two men discuss, somewhat defensively, the status 
of their professional careers. Quickly, Bradley focuses on race and 
how it shapes a minority actor’s career in popular entertainment. 
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The young man admires the veteran actor because he himself, after 
some success in New York as a film actor, is now pursuing a career 
on the West Coast. But Bradley, unlike Vincent, talks about the 
broad impact of cultural codings on marginalized people: “I think 
it’s important that all of us know each other. Asian American ac- 
tors. I think the two of us meeting is very important. The young 
and the old. We can learn from each other” (9). Bradley (like 
Gotanda) is a sansei—a third-generation Japanese American.* 

Vincent, on the other hand, epitomizes an older generation of 
performers who think of themselves as Orientals and not Asian 
Americans (8). He has a reputable career playing parts that many 
younger Asian Americans now consider demeaning. In Bradley’s 
opinion, art and politics go hand in hand. Bradley remarks upon 
the absence of worthy Asian American role models, “We have [a 
need] for legitimate heroes. And...when you don’t have any... 
you'll go [far] to make them up” (20). Despite Vincent’s high profile 
in the community (8), he embodies the negative stereotypes of and 
limited roles for Asian Americans that the dominant culture per- 
petuates both on- and offscreen. More importantly, Vincent is a 
certified product of the white system. In his compliance with that 
system, Vincent “injures his own people and their image in soci- 
ety”; this, according to Clive Barnes in his harsh review (1989), is 
Gotanda’s only thematic insight in Yankee Dawg. Vincent sees him- 
self through white and not Asian American aesthetics and con- 
sciousness, or so Bradley assumes. He knows himself not through 
self-definition, nor within cultural-specific identification, but rather 
as the white man’s “other.” He is object and not subject. Knowing 
that a coded, generational distance exists between them, the two 
actors “want to pursue conversation but [are] unsure how to” (16). 

Gotanda structures his eight remaining realist scenes as dis- 
crete conversations that occur over a twelve-month period. 
Through the changes of time and space, linked by interludes, each 
man evolves to a more comfortable position with the other. The 
progressive dynamics in their shared dialogues (which contain the 
actors’ frequent role-playing) reflect this ease. A closer look at a key 
sequence, interlude 2, scene 3, and interlude 3 (22-28), reveals 
Gotanda’s technique, which informs the men’s talk when they are 
together and the play’s thematics. 

Interlude 2 consists of four monologues delivered before differ- 
ent, unseen listeners. Vincent speaks twice: first, he accepts an 
award from his “fellow Asian American actors” (22), and, second, 
he is the MC at a Tupperware convention. Bradley speaks to com- 
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mercial auditioners and later to his Asian actor friends. Each man 
expresses his perception of truth as he filters it through the codings 
of his profession. Acting takes on metaphoric meaning in this sec- 
tion, as the men grapple publicly with the ethical issues involved 
in accepting roles that are racist portrayals of Asian Americans. 
Each man reveals his relationship to the dominant culture’s coding 
of the “other” and to his own identity as subject. 

Vincent expresses, unapologetically, his enslavement to the 
cultural codings that deny him an individual voice. “I am an actor,” 
he says. “I can only speak the words that are written for me. I am 
an actor. Not a politician. I cannot change the world. I can only 
bring life, through truth and craft, to my characterizations” (22). 
Bradley, on the other hand, perceives truth in art only as it relates 
to truth in life. When asked to giggle during a commercial audition, 
for instance, Bradley argues, “I’m sorry but I can’t do that. Look, 
it’s not truthful to the character. Japanese men don’t giggle.” 
Bradley speaks with a principled, personal voice as he resists the 
white system’s overwhelming power to represent the “other” via its 
own stereotyping, misunderstanding, and fear. Gotanda’s men 
voice their conflicting notions about the nature of truth—notions 
that determine their ability to assume professional “roles” that 
either mirror or distort their sense of themselves as individuals who 
embody a specific race and gender. At this point, Vincent not only 
accepts his culturally coded racial otherness (paradoxically through 
his willingness to ignore racial difference [8]), he deliberately ex- 
ploits it as a crucial component of the dominant culture’s fantasy 
of the exotic “other.” Bradley, on the other hand, resists this coding 
both professionally and personally. 

Scene 3 picks up on the issues of racial pride, self-identity, and 
truth telling that are introduced in interlude 2. During their third 
conversation, Vincent and Bradley forgo social dialogue in favor 
of a more demanding personal interaction. Vincent immediately 
engages personal dialogue because their previous talk ended when 
Bradley insulted Vincent by calling him a racist, a “Chinese 
Steppin Fetchit” (21). Such strong accusations, we have seen 
throughout this study, often prompt a verbally abusive or physi- 
cally violent response if the conversation continues. Since scene 2 
ends with this insult and time passes before the two men converse 
together again, Gotanda bypasses the interactive stage of the men’s 
uncooperative communication: the exercise of violence that gener- 
ally separates social and personal dialogue. Instead, an angry 
Vincent immediately confronts Bradley with his verbal offense, 
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whereupon he receives an apology from the young man. Their dia- 
logue from this point on is personal, and it generally remains so 
throughout their remaining conversations. In scene 3, therefore, 
each man instantly peels away layers of cultural codings in order 
to reveal more of his self-identity. He does so in an effort to sub- 
stantiate his beliefs and his truths, both of which are relative to his 
life experiences. 

What has been missing from nearly all of the male-cast plays 
analyzed and cited in this study is a character’s articulated sense 
of history. By this I mean that a character rarely discusses his cur- 
rent time and place relative to a history of identifications with 
others of the same race, ethnicity, religion, class, or sexual orienta- 
tion. Since this is primarily a published canon of white-authored, 
white-cast plays, the traditional male-cast play assumes an Anglo 
American historical context with a heterosexual bias. Recent mi- 
nority writers, however, challenge and reinscribe historical con- 
texts. Without becoming pedantic, Gotanda, Pifiero, and Lamont, 
as well as such white gay authors as Sidney Morris, present men 
who educate others on the history of the people who inhabit their 
plays. In this way, the playwrights position characters who con- 
front, through their language, the codings of the dominant culture 
by reclaiming their rightful positions in a history they construct. 
They essentially deconstruct the white heterosexist mythologies of 
self and reconstruct the realities of the “other” as self and subject. 
In doing so, they become the center of their own history rather than 
existing solely on the margins of the dominant culture’s tale. 

In scene 3, Vincent and Bradley clearly identify through per- 
sonal dialogue their positions within the frame of Asian American 
history. Their racially specific history, in turn, interrelates with (in 
the form of their victimization) the history of the dominant culture— 
a reflection of the values of the white masculine ethos disseminated 
throughout American culture. Believing that he represents the self- 
identified generation of “Asian American consciousness” (24), 
Bradley challenges Vincent’s willingness to be a victim, on his past 
efforts to assimilate into the stereotypical expectations of the domi- 
nant culture. “All that self hate, where does it begin?” the young 
man demands to know. “You and your Charley Chop Suey roles” 
(25). Pushed to the limit to defend his personal place in racial 
history, Vincent replies, 


[Y]ou want to know the truth?...I’m glad I did it.... And in 
some small way it is a victory....At least an oriental was on 
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screen acting, being seen. We existed....I would have killed 
for a better role where I could have played an honest-to-god 
human being with real emotions.... You seem to assume 
“Asian Americans” always existed.... You, with that holier 
than thou look, trying to make me feel ashamed. You wouldn’t 
be here if it weren’t for all the crap we had to put up 
with....We built the mountain, as small as it may be, that you 
stand on so proudly looking down at me. (25-26) 


Bradley, however, is not easily won over by Vincent’s argu- 
ments; rather, he assumes a posture later revealed to be idealized 
and untested by experience. He replies confidently, “Everytime you 
do any old stereotypic role just to pay the bills, someone has to pay 
for it—and it ain’t you.... You ask to be understood, forgiven, but 
you refuse to change. You have no sense of social responsibil- 
ity....[W]hat good is it to lose your dignity” (26). For Bradley, the 
personal as it relates to racial identity is political—and no one 
should relinquish his power of self-determination and racial iden- 
tity to “business” (24-26). To the young man’s harsh judgments, 
however, the older actor replies repeatedly, “You don’t know” (26). 

Despite their confrontation, the men end their conversation on 
a hitherto uncharacteristic level of bonding. They do so by referring 
to an absent woman, a character in one of Vincent’s old movies. “I 
got the woman once,” Vincent proudly claims. “And she was 
white” (27). In this moment, the two actors bond as American men 
who assert their power over the female. Although their race marks 
them as “other” next to the white male subject, their gender clearly 
marks them as subject next to the female object, the one who is to 
be “gotten.” These Asian American men privilege gender over race 
as soon as the female Other enters into their dialogue. Their only 
apparent power in American culture, based in gender privilege, is 
over the Other. And, in the play, it is a power that initially appears 
color-blind.® 

The end of scene 3 introduces the play’s central issues—the 
impact of racial and gender codings upon the development of the 
self-identified, marginalized American character. By claiming his 
individual place outside of or within the history of the Asian 
American movement, each man eliminates any ambiguities about 
the realized position of his racial identity. That is, by the conclu- 
sion of scene 3, Vincent and Bradley clearly define for one another 
their racial boundaries. They speak about themselves as Asian 
Americans and, in doing so, they leave little unspoken regarding 
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their racial selves. These selves evolve throughout the play, how- 
ever, as does the men’s connection to their community. In fact, the 
final scenes of act 1 focus on Vincent and Bradley working together 
on a project at the Asian American Theatre. Issues of race, there- 
fore, are outspoken from the start of the men’s shared communica- 
tion. 

While the two men focus on the absent woman through the 
coded, social dialogue of business, they have yet to discuss in ex- 
tended personal dialogue either the absent woman or themselves 
as gendered beings. A hint that these topics may emerge surfaces 
in the brief interlude 3. Two dramatic instances are juxtaposed 
within it, one silent, the other verbal. First, Bradley appears “si- 
lently practicing tai-chi....suddenly break[ing] into savage kung-fu 
kicks... [then] quietly beginning the graceful tai-chi” (28). As 
Bradley’s movement fades into darkness, the light comes up on 
Vincent, who is heard on the telephone speaking to “Kenneth”: “I 
can not. You know why. Someone might see us together. ... People 
talk.” Bradley engages in the traditionally masculine-identified mar- 
tial arts, whose codings signal “real” male behavior. Although 
silent, Bradley conveys an image coded as heterosexual male be- 
havior. Gotanda juxtaposes this identity with words that suggest 
that Vincent is doubly marginalized—that he is a closeted gay Asian 
American who assumes that his “outing” would destroy his com- 
mercial acting career. Introducing into his characters’ profile the 
tension of gender codings and sexuality yet to be addressed in their 
dyadic talk, Gotanda takes a bold step to dramatize the impact of 
difference between already marginalized men who otherwise see 
themselves as similar to men, here, of the same race. Gotanda’s 
position, as for any writer of color who exercises it, is hardly a 
popular one: group and self-critique within one’s already marginal- 
ized community. Whereas we will see how a playwright dramatizes 
the interaction between straight and gay white men in Goldberg’s 
Family Business, and we have already observed playwrights who 
portray the interaction among straight, gay, and bisexual men in 
interracial groups (The Toilet, Short Eyes, and Streamers), we have 
yet to explore the dynamics of sexual difference among men of 
color. Yankee Dawg affords this opportunity, one rarely in pub- 
lished plays. Even though racial identity is the originating point of 
conflict, gender codings appear to subsume it by the end of the play. 
Gotanda dramatizes, as have many white male-cast playwrights be- 
fore him, that sexual orientation and gender can dominate issues of 
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race when a man comes to terms, through conversation, with his 
personal identity. The evidence is in the plays’ discourse coherence. 

As Vincent enters into greater “Asian American conscious- 
ness” in act 2, his connection to his racial community strengthens. 
He lessens the power of the dominant culture to marginalize him, 
since he places himself as subject in the “sameness” of his own 
racial culture. As we have seen repeatedly, however, that which 
disrupts the sameness among men is one’s sexual orientation.” If 
he is rejected by his own race because he is gay, Vincent resumes 
his position as the doubly marginalized. Act 2 focuses on the 
conflict of personal identity that a doubly marginalized person ex- 
periences after he “overcomes” one of his marginalizing features. 
As Vincent demands the freedoms that are inherent in one’s claim- 
ing responsibility for one’s racial self, he frees himself to confront 
remaining personal marginalization that keeps him from being 
more wholly identified. It is a risk for him to engage this final 
confrontation, since he jeopardizes his part in an otherwise harmo- 
nious racial community. In his efforts to foreground the social pres- 
sures thrust upon the doubly marginalized male, Gotanda reaches 
deep into the heart of the problematic representation of characters 
in the male-cast play. Although Gotanda is not altogether successful 
in dramatizing Vincent’s struggle (Kissel; Winer), Frank Rich’s as- 
sertion that the concern with sexual issues “plunge[s] the play into 
ideological overload” is not necessarily on target (1989). From the 
perspective of this study, Gotanda’s dramaturgy reconfirms the pat- 
tern of discourse coherence that has characterized much of the 
canon: issues of gender and sexual orientation lurk beneath issues 
of race, ethnicity, class, and religion. 

In the final sequence of act 2—scene 3, interlude 7, scene 4— 
Gotanda’s characters complete the cycle of personal transforma- 
tions that is the dramatic through line in Yankee Dawg. Scene 3, 
the men’s eighth conversation, is personal and confessional: 
Bradley admits that he is not above taking stereotyped minority 
roles, while Vincent admits that his sexual relationships are uncon- 
ventional. Bradley rightly assumes they are same-sex relationships, 
yet the still-closeted Vincent refuses to claim them as such, even 
upon hearing Bradley speak supportively of homosexuality (46— 
47). Not until scene 4, six months later, when the men converse for 
the last time, does each explicitly accept responsibility for his ac- 
tions: Bradley announces that he has in fact taken a racist acting 
role; Vincent reveals that he has not only turned down a racist part 
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in order to accept a role in an Asian-American-identified film (49), 
but that he has “been seeing more of [his] friend... Kenneth” (48). 
Over the course of their one-year relationship, the two men switch 
roles. Vincent becomes more like the Bradley of a year earlier— 
racially proud, confident in acknowledging his intimacies, and se- 
cure in his self-definition—while Bradley becomes more like the 
earlier Vincent—compromised, deluded, and driven to secure em- 
ployment despite personal costs. By breaking the unity of time in 
his play, Gotanda dramatizes characters’ personal growth over 
time; in this way, the nonrealist structure accommodates their con- 
venient reversal. 

One critical approach is to read Yankee Dawg as a bildungs- 
roman in which Gotanda dramatizes the educations of Vincent and 
of Bradley. By the conclusion of his lessons, which are marked by 
the discourse coherence in each scene, Vincent is sensitized and 
radicalized to the politics of race, gender, and sexual orientation. 
He becomes empowered across time. In time, therefore, he becomes 
a suitable mentor for the increasingly wayward Bradley, a real-life 
(rather than cinematic) father role model to Bradley’s son (49). And 
Vincent’s transformation is well timed. Despite his earlier role as 
the older man’s self-identified teacher, Bradley yields to the domi- 
nant culture’s mythologies primarily because he perceives a lack 
of committed, believable Asian American role models. He, like the 
former, unenlightened Vincent, gets his nose fixed and accepts rac- 
ist, stereotypical roles (48-50), He becomes, in Vincent’s words, “a 
driven, ambitious, self-centered asshole” (45). Vincent’s earlier 
warning—that Bradley “d{id]n’t know” (26), had not experienced 
social and economic pressures that can submerge one’s self-defini- 
tion—is realized. 

But the characters in Yankee Dawg do not “self destruct,” as 
James Moy contends, “at the very moment of their representation, 
leaving behind only newly disfigured traces” (55). While Bradley 
appears to “succumb to Chang’s fate,” Bradley also converses at the 
end with a Vincent Chang who is no longer a “fated” man, but 
rather one who begins to take responsibility to define himself truth- 
fully—as a gay Asian American. Bradley is made aware of just how 
powerful such self-identification can be when he witnesses the 
transformation in Vincent’s character (49). Bradley finally has an 
elder role model in Vincent, and he is “deeply moved” by this 
recognition (50). Gotanda ends his play at this specific point of 
recognition in his characters’ conversation, one all the more 
significant—if one positions the play within the male-cast canon— 
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because it occurs between a straight male and a gay male. Gotanda 
achieves his dramaturgical goal of presenting two men who “in 
some way...see into each other’s souls” (qtd. in Rothstein). Unlike 
the roles they play in racist Hollywood, Vincent and Bradley be- 
come for one another “human beings with honest emotions” (F. 
Rich 1989). They certainly do not remain “as one-dimensional,” as 
Barnes argues, “as they were at the beginning” of the play (1989). 
Reciting before Bradley his well-known Sergeant Moto monologue, 
which structurally links two of his previous private moments (in- 
terludes 1 and 7) with this public expression, Vincent soon drops 
his stereotypic, cinematic Asian voice in favor of his own passion- 
ate one in order to claim his right to be heard for who he really is: 
“Why can’t you hear what I’m saying? Why can’t you see me as I 
really am?” (50). Vincent achieves a kind of freedom by transform- 
ing the words of a fictional character into a personalized statement 
before another person. He unites word and deed into self-knowl- 
edge. In going public, albeit before only one person, Vincent claims 
both his racial and his sexual identities as his own. 

Unlike Moy, who criticizes Gotanda’s Asian Americans as 
characters “marginalized, desexed, and made faceless... [and] con- 
stitut[ing] no threat to Anglo-American sensibilities” (55), I suggest 
that the playwright succeeds in dramatizing the communicative 
process by which one claims not only racial but sexual identity. 
This does not imply that Gotanda’s dramaturgy is unproblematic. 
“Gotanda’s play would probably express his ethnicity better,” as 
Michael Feingold notes, “if he would stop announcing it and put 
it into dramatic motion instead.” Nonetheless, Gotanda accom- 
plishes a great deal in dramatizing, through colloquial and poetic 
languages, Vincent’s story of personal evolution. “Gotanda is to be 
commended,” as Jan Stuart recognizes, “for attempting to measure 
the full depth of personal identity, beyond ethnic origin, that must 
be compromised for public consumption in and out of Hollywood.” 
Vincent’s story is about choice and change—the choice one has to 
change, to come out and embrace “otherness” as an empowering 
source of self-identity, personal truth, and “dignity” (26). 

In Yankee Dawg, the dignified individual is the one who ar- 
ticulates his desire to be heard for who he really is. The play’s 
emphasis on the intersection between racial and sexual tensions 
that one experiences when coming to terms with his individualiza- 
tion is an uncommon feature in a male-cast play. This feature, 
virtually unnoticed by critics, is all the more noteworthy because 
Yankee Dawg You Die involves minority characters whose fictional 
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lives currently remain underpublished, and therefore invisible. 
Whereas Gish Jen asks, “Are Asian-American writers the only hope 
for new forms of characterization?” Gotanda establishes an impor- 
tant foundation for the dramatic reconstruction of male representa- 
tion, most critically for Asian American men, but also for other 
minority men and for all men who interact among themselves. 


Family Business, Dick Goldberg 


In Family Business, Dick Goldberg uses realist structure to chal- 
lenge the conventional representation of men who are blood rela- 
tives. Just as the gay lovers and friends formed one kind of male 
family in Morris’s If This Isn’t Love! and Swados’s A Quiet End, 
so Goldberg’s men test the boundaries of love in their male family 
as they confront what it means to be a brother. Goldberg centers 
on ailing Isaiah Stein’s four Jewish sons, who, in the aftermath of 
Isaiah’s death (which concludes act 1), redefine their relationships 
in a new, fatherless world. The author accommodates the men’s 
personal transformations by breaking the unities of time and action 
during his “realist” three-act play. 

Set in the Beverly, Massachusetts, home of the Steins, Family 
Business takes place over one month in 1974. Act 1 deals mainly 
with the family’s business issues; act 2, which occurs one week 
after Isaiah’s death, shifts focus to the business of family issues; and 
act 3, three weeks later, highlights each individual’s personal busi- 
ness. The progression of the play’s discourse coherence reflects this 
thematic shift in focus from family business to private, personal 
business. In act 1, the Steins primarily engage in social dialogue. 
The father and sons initiate eleven conversations, more than half 
of them focusing on eighteen-year-old Jerry, an energetic, college- 
bound wise guy. The remaining conversations consist of combina- 
tions of the other family members: seventy-four-year-old Isaiah; 
thirty-five-year-old Bobby, manager of the family toy store and 
sports enthusiast, who still grieves for the unexpected death of his 
fiancée; thirty-two year-old Phil, a Harvard-educated psychologist, 
husband, father, and director of a lucrative foundation; and twenty- 
eight-year-old Norman, a bachelor who attends Salem State College 
as a returning student, having worked for years in the family busi- 
ness. Phil is the only brother who no longer lives in the childhood 
home. 

The central event of act 1 is Isaiah’s meeting with his two 
eldest sons, Bobby and Phil, to discuss the recent alterations in his 
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will. Prior to this conversation, the family’s social dialogue juxta- 
poses two common features, the masculine ethos and the absent 
woman, with a thematic of male difference in sexual orientation 
that transgresses that dialogue. This transgression momentarily lifts 
the talk into personal dialogue; it subsides just as quickly back into 
social dialogue, however, as soon as another character disrupts the 
personal dialogue. Much of the social dialogue focuses on Jerry, 
aligning him with the masculine ethos. Whether father, brothers, 
or Jerry himself speak about the youngest Stein, Jerry is coded as 
self and subject, as the normal, active, heterosexual boy among 
other straight men. His relatives see Jerry as one of their hetero- 
sexual family; he is the one who gets “laid every fucking night” 
(Goldberg 18).8 The young man encourages this image through 
jocular talk and other behavior, coding his speech with predictable 
topics, including his sexual conquests of various women and his 
interest in sports. 

What exposes this construction of Jerry’s identity is Norman’s 
interjection of personal dialogue very soon after the play begins, 
an unusual intrusion into men’s social dialogue. Goldberg even 
directs Norman’s moment of self-assertion to be spoken in a whis- 
per: “My gay little brother—I wonder what father would do if I told 
him you were gay?” (13). But Jerry blithely strips Norman of power 
over him by threatening his otherwise passive sibling with images 
of his own masculine shortcomings. The men return to social dia- 
logue when Bobby reenters their conversation, as he casually refers 
to the absent woman who is Jerry’s alleged date for the evening. 
Lies and half-truths again characterize the social dialogue, a feature 
that intensifies as the conversations progress. The family’s dialogue 
remains social from this point on until the final moments of Isaiah’s 
meeting with the older sons. 

While relying upon the masculine ethos and male mythologies 
for perpetuating their social dialogue, the Steins depend even more 
noticeably on specific, repeated references to absent women. In 
terms of its discourse coherence, act 1 of Family Business is struc- 
tured like the plays analyzed in chapter 1. A man speaks about 
himself through an absent woman and through that association 
identifies himself. The women to whom the Steins repeatedly refer 
are a cluster of Virgin/Goddesses in misogynistic roles (Case 1988, 
6): Ruth (Phil’s wife), Alice (Bobby’s deceased fiancée), Margaret 
(the housekeeper), Jerry’s fictitious big-breasted dates, and, of 
course, the beloved matriarch, Miriam. Goldberg’s play begins, 
in fact, with Isaiah’s drowsy direct address to his dead wife, 
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“Miriam... Miriam” (5). She frames act 1’s action and discourse 
coherence, since Isaiah is motivated by his desire to honor his 
wife’s wishes. Responding to his sense of the absent woman’s com- 
mands, Isaiah changes his will. “I had to work out something that 
would seem right to Miriam,” Isaiah admits. “I had to do right by 
her” (26). The action of act 1, therefore, is prompted by the absent 
woman’s influence on the lives of this family of men. The Other 
still has power in the Stein household. Or rather, how the men 
perceive the Other orchestrates their communication—absent 
women are a constant topic of conversation. 

In the “plain talk” of business (25), Isaiah informs Bobby and 
Phil of the new legal dispersal of his nearly one-and-a-half-million- 
dollar estate: Bobby and Norman receive joint title to the house and 
the store; Phil collects all stocks that will be held in trust for his 
foundation; and Jerry, who will be accountable to Bobby and Phil’s 
trusteeship, receives cash from the savings and insurance. Bobby 
has no objection to the content of the new will, but Phil challenges 
his father’s wisdom. He does so, however, without fully disclosing 
his reasons. Phil’s efforts to get ready cash from his father’s estate 
provide the main action line for the remainder of the play; his 
reasons surface only at the conclusion. Long before that disclosure, 
however, Phil angers his father to the point of causing Isaiah to 
threaten to cut him out of the will, which in turn prompts his son 
to neglect to get emergency medical treatment for Isaiah when his 
condition appears fatal. Only one week after Isaiah’s death, Phil 
conspires to secure cash from his father’s estate by blackmailing his 
younger brother and lying to his remaining siblings. 

In terms of the discourse coherence in act 1, the dialogue shifts 
from social to personal during Isaiah’s dispute with Phil. The hon- 
esty is raw and painful between the ill father and his healthy son, 
not unlike the directness that characterizes the conversations be- 
tween ill Max and healthy Jason in A Quiet End. In both instances, 
the dramatic space is infused with an awareness of man’s mortality. 
The characters’ attitudes toward one another substantially differ, 
however, and that difference is evident in what the men say to one 
another. Unlike Swados’s Max and Jason, who easily engage per- 
sonal dialogue, Goldberg’s father and son exchange metalinguistics 
that foreground their strained communicative relationship. 
“[T]hat’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it” (27), Phil generally que- 
ries, to which Isaiah replies periodically, “I don’t know what you're 
talking about” or “You know what I’m talking about” (28). “Why 
don’t you ever listen to what I say? To what anybody says?” the 
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anxious psychologist confronts his father, “You only hear and see 
what you want” (29). With this last hurtful remark centering on 
their failure to understand one another, Isaiah succumbs to the 
evening’s animosities and prepares to depart for his room. 

It is not certain that Phil loves his father, especially when greed 
drives him to deny Isaiah medical attention. “Don’t play games 
with me,” Isaiah chastises Phil, to which Phil replies, “[Y]ou’re 
using [Miriam as] a way of dealing with guilt” (28). Phil’s subse- 
quent dialogue—which is articulate, truthful, and confrontational 
in its psychological and emotional complexity—is uncommon for 
a straight, sober, unconfined character: “I’ll be honest with you. I 
want money. I need money. I have obligations” (29). 


Isaiah: I don’t see that I can do anything besides what I’ve 
already told you. 

Phil: | Which satisfies something within you. ... 

Isaiah: You want me to die, don’t you. 

Phil: I don’t know. 

Isaiah: What kind of an answer is that? 

Phil: An honest one. And I guess I really shouldn’t expect 
you to be able to deal with it. 

(29) 


Their social dialogue revealed for its apparent worthlessness, the 
elder Steins conclude their mutual power plays over one another. 
The family’s business now yields to “family” business, as Isaiah 
goes off to die. 

Isaiah does not understand what has motivated one of his sons 
to knowingly hurt his father so deeply—nor is he aware that Phil 
consciously acts to assist him in dying. He also goes to his grave 
with the illusion that his youngest son embodies the social codes 
of the all-American dream boy: intelligent, attractive, well liked, 
promising, and straight. The truth is no character is comfortable 
with or confident of his sense of identity at the end of act 1. Each 
constructs a persona based upon illusions, yet each gradually be- 
comes aware of the dangers of such constructions. Nonetheless, 
they maneuver into new positions of power in act 2. 

Ending their mourning period for Isaiah after the traditional 
one-week shiva, the Stein brothers pursue their goals through ma- 
nipulations of social and personal dialogues. Phil’s scheming even- 
tually causes each Stein to clarify his immediate goals. The details 
of family matters are now the pressing business at hand. This busi- 
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ness underscores the complications behind the brothers’ personal 
issues: Bobby wants to sell the house to be free of his emotionally 
claustrophobic past; Norman wants to remain in the house, sur- 
rounded by memories of his dear, dead mother and buoyed by 
visions of family togetherness; Jerry wants to move out so that he 
can more easily negotiate his double life as a gay man; and Phil 
wants cash to ease his financial anxieties. Of the four brothers, 
Bobby is the most consistently honest. He is also the least compli- 
cated—his desires up front, his biases well known, his manner 
usually straightforward; he is agreeable without being a pushover. 
Jerry, Norman, and Phil are more complex individuals, as each lies 
and role-plays his way into and away from the others’ business. 

There are three dyadic conversations at the heart of act 2, of 
which the latter two are personal dialogues. The first talk between 
Jerry and Phil, however, is social dialogue. Self-disclosure is absent 
from the exchange. In this initial talk, the brothers strictly discuss 
business. Yet each has a hidden agenda that bars him from being 
truthful with the other. Trustee Phil asks Jerry, his financial charge, 
if he will loan him thirty-five thousand dollars, but he is not honest 
about how he plans to use the money. Jerry counters this request, 
mentioning that he plans to help finance a friend’s downtown club; 
he does not tell Phil that his friend is his lover, David (33). “I really 
think I ought to think about it,” Jerry admits, to which Phil re- 
sponds approvingly, “You’ve talked enough business for one night” 
(35). 

In the second conversational dyad, Phil and Norman discuss 
Jerry. The youngest brother and absent women remain the predomi- 
nant topics of most Stein discussions. This critical feature of the 
play’s discourse coherence now reveals multiple layers of 
“otherness” in the men’s dialogue and characters. First, the most 
obvious level of otherness is the actual reference to absent women; 
again, Miriam is the primary topic. Second, Norman talks with Phil 
as the son who has taken on his mother’s role in the family; he has 
become, as Bobby pigeonholes him, “a nice Jewish lady” (17). 
While Norman’s choices and remarks in act 1 allude to this role- 
playing, its codings are unmistakable during Phil and Norman’s 
interchange (as well as during the act’s third dyad, when Norman 
speaks to Bobby about his strongly Oedipal love for his mother). 
Norman conducts the shiva “the way Mama would have wanted” 
(35); he believes that Jerry is “not ready to handle [financial] re- 
sponsibility” (36); he believes that Jerry is “better off staying right 
where he is for a few years,” where “someone [can] look after him”; 
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and later, he even remarks that Jerry “doesn’t know anything about 
cooking and cleaning” (54). Norman wants desperately to mother 
his brother in the family house. He wants to be responsible for 
Jerry’s well-being, to provide him with the nurturance and protec- 
tion of which Jerry was deprived at an early age when Miriam 
died.” And he urgently wants to keep the family house (“You don’t 
understand,” Norman later appeals to Bobby, “I need it” [41]). In 
the absence of a real woman from the Stein’s dramatic interaction, 
Norman takes on several conventional social codes attributed to the 
female Other: he expresses his affinity for a domestic life, his pref- 
erence for the woman’s traditional role in relationship to child, 
family, and home, and his willingness to privilege other men’s 
authority over his own. Although confident in his ability to assume 
the role of Other, Norman nonetheless insists that his choices are 
not odd: “I just don’t like people saying I’m—I’m different” (41). 
During the act 2 intermission of the New York production of 
Family Business, I overheard two separate conversations in which 
spectators discussed Norman as a closeted homosexual. A straight 
man in American drama is rarely represented as having a favorable 
relationship to domestic life—and certainly, by cultural standards, 
no single male character who is approaching thirty is both domesti- 
cally oriented and straight.?° In straight Norman, the socially un- 
confident man who relies upon the singles dance at the center for 
meeting people (17), Goldberg presents a seldom-dramatized male 
character, who represents the extreme differences that exist among 
heterosexual men. As a striking counterpoint to (homosexual) 
Michael’s unconscious plight in Mort Crowley’s The Boys in the 
Band, Norman consciously chooses to become what “Mama would 
have wanted” (35). Norman is the heterosexual who is “other,” and 
he is no less “real” because his choices are unconventional. This 
brings us back to the Stein brother who is the more conventional 
dramatically coded “other” in the semiotic of maleness—gay Jerry. 
While sharing drinks with Phil, Norman confides that Jerry is 
gay. “I don’t have anything against the way anybody wants to lead 
his life,” Norman remarks during their personal dialogue. “But I 
think he may be hurting himself” (36). Norman exposes Jerry’s 
sexuality to Phil strictly for his own selfish ends; he wants at least 
one of Jerry’s trustees to support his efforts to keep Jerry at home. 
And while Norman’s reactions to Jerry’s sexuality are not without 
homophobic overtones, the more reclusive, asocial brother seems 
to want Jerry to stay not just because he thinks it would be better 
for the young man (i.e., it would “straighten” him out), but because 
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he does not want to be left alone. Norman is comfortable with 
himself only if he cares for and serves others. 

Phil, in contrast, realizes that he can blackmail Jerry. Knowl- 
edge of Jerry’s homosexuality is the missing piece in Phil’s scheme 
of greed. In a display of Machiavellian obsession, Phil exploits one 
of the most fragile tenets of personal dialogue for his own selfish 
gain. Slipping comfortably back into social dialogue with Norman, 
Phil knows that he can force Jerry to give him the money he needs. 
Phil has no boundaries. He knows no loyalty to a brother; he cer- 
tainly feels none toward one who is “other” at a time when that 
otherness can be used to his advantage. Phil promptly concludes 
his conversation with Norman, pleased that he has the necessary 
ammunition with which soon to engage in battle with Jerry, whose 
money is the victor’s prize. 

After Norman and Bobby complete the third dyad, in which 
they discuss their conflicting, personal feelings about a possible 
sale of the house, Phil and an “ashen” Jerry reenter the living room 
and reintroduce the topic of business (42). This group talk con- 
cludes act 2. Jerry tells Bobby that he wants to loan the thirty-five 
thousand dollars to Phil and that he needs Bobby’s cosignature to 
legalize the payment. Through numerous twists and turns of the 
argument, Bobby refuses this transaction. Phil, he says, is the sib- 
ling who “goes through money that [Bobby] worked [his] ass off 
for” (40). “You’re not letting your personal feelings about me get 
in the way, are you,” Phil challenges Bobby, who replies, “What 
the hell do you mean—personal feelings?...I like you fine. You’re 
my brother” (44). The four brothers vacillate between the social 
dialogue of business transactions and the personal dialogue of emo- 
tional confrontations and deep-seated feelings. “You don’t want 
me to have the money. You don’t want me to have anything you 
don’t have. Like a nice house...or a wife...or anything” (45), 
Phil ruthlessly insults his older brother, pointedly tossing the treas- 
ured icons of the American masculine ethos into their talk. Bobby 
remains calm amid Phil’s tirade, claiming that he is “hon- 
estly...trying to...approach this thing sensibly. So there are no 
hard feelings afterwards.” 

Realizing that he is on the verge of losing his battle for Jerry’s 
money, Phil activates the final strategy of his blackmailing scheme. 
He has previously coerced Jerry into insulting Bobby, his “main 
man” (12), with personal attacks; should Jerry fail to humiliate 
Bobby into an agreement, then Phil will reveal Jerry’s homosexual- 
ity to the oldest brother. A sense of Phil’s desperation is heightened 
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all the more when one recalls that Norman confided to Phil that 
knowledge of Jerry’s homosexuality “would kill” Bobby (since 
Bobby still has some investment in the masculine ethos). In re- 
sponse, Phil lied, “My solemn promise; nothing to Bobby” (39). 
Phil violates personal dialogue by using information about another 
person, shared in confidence, to exploit that person for his own 
ends. And so, a terrified Jerry, believing that his sexuality will be 
exposed to his favorite brother, uncharacteristically attacks Bobby: 
“I hate you! Why do you have to be like Pop!... You’re Bobby— 
dumb, old Bobby. Who never was good for anything...and never 
will be” (47). But just as quickly as Jerry speaks these lies, he 
retracts them: “It’s not true. I don’t mean it.... He made me say it.” 
Jerry, finally, will not betray himself as he taps into a power that 
his remaining three brothers have only to imagine. 

The dialogue and action now quickly conclude the act: Jerry 
identifies himself as a gay man; Bobby responds by violently as- 
saulting Jerry (and not Phil, the blackmailer!) as he hits and 
punches the young man; Jerry chastises Norman for breaking the 
confidence of their personal dialogue; and Bobby declares Phil the 
victor of this family battle: “[Y]ou won....Take the faggot’s 
money” (48). The male nuclear family is shattered by homophobia. 

Whereas the escalation of the violent, uncooperative communi- 
cation is common in male-cast plays (the circumstances that pre- 
cipitate the violence are not unlike The Toilet or Streamers), a 
transformation occurs in Jerry that distinguishes him from other 
men who are bashed. Jerry does not capitulate to his attacker(s). In 
fact, he faces the other men in the group more honestly than at any 
other time in his life. He seizes the moment to take complete re- 
sponsibility for his self-identity. He moves to a level of personal 
dialogue that is truthful: “I’m getting out of here and moving in 
with my friend, my friend David. You know what he is, 
Bobby?...Just like me. . . . [Y]ou’re going to hear it, and you’re go- 
ing to live with it. Cause that’s what little Jerry is and he likes it” 
(48). In taking the risk to claim his truth and thereby to relinquish 
any wish to have this truth accepted, let alone understood by other 
men, Jerry denies the power of his listener to pass judgment on 
him. 

Through his self-identification as “other,” Jerry is released to 
claim himself as subject. He reverses the dynamic typically experi- 
enced by male characters who voice personal feelings when among 
men; he does not accept that another man’s maleness is more ap- 
propriate, is more acceptable than his own. At least he forces his 
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brother to hear him articulate personal truths. The words free Jerry. 
At the end of their battle, the Stein boys are forced to see that the 
“other” is a brother. He lives at home among men. They are also 
left to question if “everything is not going to be all right” again (48). 
In Goldberg’s play, the “other” no longer denies his rights or his 
voice among men. Like Piñero in Short Eyes’ epilogue, Goldberg 
provides an opportunity for his characters to understand difference. 
In act 3, he dramatizes the rare portrait of men who struggle to live 
responsibly with difference, once difference is truthfully revealed 
to them. Goldberg, like Pifiero, breaks realist form to do so: he 
interrupts the unity of time between his dramatization of the men’s 
violence and his rendering of their movement toward understand- 
ing. In other words, playwrights consistently present male charac- 
ters who require time in order to understand, to reconcile their 
relationship to the “other”; few dramatize men who experience this 
behavioral insight at the (same) time as the precipitating crisis. 

Three weeks after he assaults Jerry, Bobby completes his move 
from the family house. In the opening moments of act 3, Bobby 
takes time from his packing to speak frankly with Norman about 
his future at the house. “What do you need this place for,” the older 
brother asks Norman. “What are you going to do... [w]ith your 
time?” Norman’s repeated response: “I don’t want to talk about it” 
(51-52). Norman is evasive for two reasons. One is practical, the 
other psychological. Norman expects Jerry’s lover to arrive shortly 
to discuss (at Norman’s invitation) the possibility of Jerry’s and his 
moving back into the family house. Yet also, Norman does not 
want anyone to challenge his fantasy: namely, that he possesses 
enough of the absent woman’s nurturing power to reunite the now 
fragmented Stein family. After all, they are a family of brothers 
who may, again, need a place where “everybody gets together” (51). 
“You know how much our being a family meant to her. I mean 
that’s... that’s what she lived for” (14). And while the house is a 
symbol of the family, Norman draws his daily strength to go on, 
even to fantasize, from his presence in—and his ownership of—the 
actual place. This brother who is “other,” who is the stage embodi- 
ment of the absent woman, lives for the house and its possibilities 
as he envisions his mother lived for them. Like the conventional, 
heavily coded female Other, Norman is the coded object who is 
defined according to his relationship to the male subject and his 
needs. 

Soon after Bobby’s departure, David arrives. Norman and his 
younger brother’s lover interact awkwardly, their social dialogue 
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marked by clumsy questions and answers that pretend to polite 
conversation. Norman, who supposedly has not “done a dishonest 
thing in [his] whole fucking life” (40), continues to tell little white 
lies in order to project an image of sibling harmony. However, he 
eventually gets the courage to move into personal dialogue: he asks 
David to move into the family house with Jerry; David rejects his 
offer and confirms that Jerry is expected momentarily “to talk with 
[Norman], to explain why [the lovers] can’t do it” (55). Hurt and 
embarrassed, Norman leaves the room. 

It is important to David and Jerry that they confront Norman 
in person (and not simply on the telephone [55]). Valuing the ap- 
propriateness of face-to-face conversation, the lovers anticipate that 
such self-disclosing talk can just possibly help to minimize inevi- 
table personal hurt—especially when the participants bring com- 
plex emotional and psychological issues to the exchange.’! But the 
pair do not have the chance to engage Norman, since Jerry’s arrival 
at the house overlaps with Bobby’s return to complete the move of 
his furniture. David leaves the Stein home to return to the apart- 
ment he shares with Jerry, leaving the hostile brothers together for 
the first time since the violent attack. 

The interaction between Bobby and Jerry is among the most 
poignant in the male-cast canon. It demonstrates the power strug- 
gle, often realized metalinguistically, between speaker and listener 
as their positions alternate in conversation. Goldberg provides a 
rare opportunity to observe the progression of male verbal and non- 
verbal dynamics of disconnected personal dialogue. While the 
brothers communicate cooperatively, they strain to distinguish 
their responsibility toward one another. Their talk is infused with 
personal risk, singular claims of responsibility, and the power of 
individualization—all vital features in men’s communication com- 
mitted to the understanding of differences and to self-identification. 
I quote liberally, since their unrelenting, intense conversation cap- 
tures so many of the codes and thematics evidenced throughout 
this study. It is useful now to let the flow of the dialogue speak for 
itself and to listen for the echoes to previously analyzed plays. This 
is the personal level of conversation weeks after the eruption of 
violence. Violence and silence, therefore, precede this sustained 
self-disclosing dialogue of personal business: 


Bobby: Will you listen to me? 


Jerry: If you have something to say. 
Bobby: I wish I understood. 
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Jerry: You wish you understood what? 

Bobby: Why you are what you are.!? 

Jerry: [Turns to exit.] Fuck off, mister. 

Bobby: Let me finish. I don’t understand but I want you to 
know that I’m going to try....I need some time to 
pull it all together. I’m asking you for that time.... I’m 
asking you to try to understand me. 

Jerry: Pll do my best. 

Bobby: Jerry, don’t say it that way. 

Jerry: How do you want me to say it? 

Bobby: LIKE YOU MEAN IT. 

(56—57) 


Self-assured in the truth of his own identity, yet bitter and hurt 
over Bobby’s previous rejection of him, Jerry has no ground to trust 
Bobby. Bobby is aware of this fact: 


Jerry: What are you reading into me? What do you see in 
me? ... Why don’t you just say it?... 
Bobby: It takes more than a few weeks to unlearn thirty-five 
years of something. 
Jerry: And I don’t think that you can. 
(58) 


Here, Bobby voices his willingness to question the authority 
of the masculine ethos. His effort certainly differs from that of most 
straight characters, including Roma in Glengarry Glen Ross, Sher- 
man and Boyd in At the Club, Ora in The Toilet, Longshoe in Short 
Eyes, and even Peter in The Zoo Story. But Jerry cannot trust 
Bobby’s claims to change, as their verbal sparring gets more abu- 
sive, threatening to thrust them once again into the violent grip of 
uncooperative communication. Bobby momentarily loses his re- 
straint as he speaks about slapping Jerry around again, “to try to 
knock some sense” into him (58). This hint of violence only 
strengthens Jerry’s case against Bobby’s sincerity and ability to 
change. It also reinforces his commitment to personal dialogue 
rather than verbal abuse or physical violence. “Go ahead, Bobby, 
that’s what you’re good at,” Jerry taunts. “You could get in a lot of 
good belts. ...Or are you afraid that you’d kill me this time. ... Two 
minutes ago you were begging forgiveness... ten seconds ago you 
wanted to beat up the fairy. I don’t trust you, Bobby, it’s as simple 
as that.” 
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Bobby backs Jerry up against the wall as he tells the young 
man to strike him, as if a reciprocated act of violence will make 
Jerry happy and get them back to “ground zero” with one another 
(58). Yet, words (as was the case with their earlier physical vio- 
lence) are unable to break down the barrier between the two men 
and reground their relationship: 


Jerry: I don’t think I want to touch you.... Get away from 
me! Get out of my life! 

Bobby: I love you....What do I have to do to make you be- 
lieve it? 

Jerry: Ain’t no way. 

Bobby: Why? Answer me that and I’ll leave you alone for 
good. 

Jerry: I don’t have to.... 

Bobby: Well, then you’ll just have me hanging around.... 

Jerry: Don’t come near me, Bobby. 

Bobby: Then you come to me. 

Jerry: No! [Slowly Bobby moves toward Jerry and embraces 
him. Jerry simply allows this to happen. After a long 
moment, Bobby lets him go. Without saying anything, 
Bobby turns and exits.] 

(58-59) 


Jerry exits soon after. In stark contrast to the tragic silence that links 
Peter and Jerry in The Zoo Story, a silence of relief, renewal, and 
survival accompanies this connection between Bobby and Jerry. 
Goldberg’s act 3 portrait of Bobby is an extraordinary represen- 
tation of a straight white male. Rather than diluting Bobby’s efforts 
to reconnect with Jerry with some romantic notion about filial 
bonding or ethnicity (since Jews are frequently represented in lit- 
erature as closely bonded people)? one must initially position 
Bobby among classic American characters who are subject to, and 
often aggressively supportive of, rigid gender codings. Bobby liber- 
ates himself from these shackles, however, in his reconciliation 
with Jerry. In his willingness to be vulnerable, Bobby speaks per- 
sonally and truthfully; he acknowledges that constructive, mean- 
ingful connections can exist between people who are different from 
one another. For a heterosexual white male to try actively to con- 
nect with a marginalized male is for the former not only to embrace 
the difference within himself (that is, to acknowledge his own 
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“otherness,” individualization) but also for him to lose cultural 
power within the coded patriarchal hegemony. 

In a remarkable moment, Bobby eventually combines the lan- 
guage of love with appropriate, nonerotic physical reinforcement. 
Bobby realizes that any attempt to connect through words alone is 
futile. Only a physical action as intense and deliberate as his earlier 
physical violence can penetrate Jerry’s ironclad defenses. Showing 
Jerry, and himself, that he can assume responsibility for his words, 
Bobby acts truthfully by touching his brother. Few straight white 
characters speak as honestly and lovingly as does Bobby Stein; 
even fewer embrace their relatives, let alone a friend or stranger, 
as a sign of compassion, concern, or reconciliation. Like Jerry and 
Norman, Bobby becomes one of the “other” men in the male-cast 
canon. 

Goldberg makes a rare dramaturgical choice in male represen- 
tation through Bobby’s transformative story. The playwright drama- 
tizes before the spectator the open-ended process by which male 
characters can move from violent uncooperative communication 
to nonviolent personal dialogue. In doing so, Goldberg enlivens 
men who know that they “can’t be like [they] were before” (14). 
The playwright also invigorates the realist structure with male rep- 
resentation beyond the conventional boundaries—a space where 
characters are released into a world of individualization. Men’s 
lives change, and these lives necessarily differ from man to man. 
As another Jew, Coney, wisely tells his Christian friend, Mingo, in 
Arthur Laurents’s Home of the Brave: “I am different. Hell, you’re 
different! Everybody’s different. But so what? It’s OK because un- 
derneath, we’re guys!” (164). This coexistent relationship between 
sameness and difference is a fact of human existence. Yet the ne- 
cessity to recognize and respect difference from man to man is a 
pivotal attribute for male-cast characters—for without it, the indi- 
vidualization of a character cannot survive. 

Family Business ends as the remaining bothers reconcile. Phil 
comes to Norman to ask if he and his family can move back home. 
He is bankrupt, with nowhere else to go. In a swift flood of final 
confessions (which much too conveniently tidy up the loose ends 
in this otherwise well-made play), repentant Phil confesses his love 
for Norman and in turn wins Norman’s acceptance. Phil secures a 
roof over his head, as Norman secures a family in the house. Evok- 
ing the maternal wisdom and personal dignity of Linda Loman in 
Death of a Salesman, Norman acknowledges that the Steins loved 
one another “as much as [they] could” (61). Having masterminded 
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the callous destruction of the bachelors’ home, Phil also witnesses 
the real pain of separation among those who genuinely cared for 
each other. Phil comes to recognize the emptiness of his discon- 
nected life and the real illusions that threaten his own survival. 
Like a child, he returns “home” to root himself anew in a kind of 
innocence and genuineness that frees him to confront the business 
of his own self-identity. In Family Business, only the power of 
individualization frees a man to connect, personally and meaning- 
fully, with other men. 

The words and deeds that remain with the spectator, however, 
are not these final ones that neatly wrap up the plot. The memo- 
rable ones are those that are most faithful to human experience. 
They are captured in the power of Bobby’s repeated “I love you” 
to Jerry, fortified by his unexpected, silent embrace of the young 
man. In the relationship between Bobby and Jerry, Goldberg suc- 
ceeds in dramatizing a penetrating, self-disclosing verbal and 
physical dimension of communication that is sadly underrepresen- 
ted in the male-cast canon. His characters’ man-to-man talk and 
physical embrace are believable, desirable, and undeniably com- 
mendable acts between male characters. 

What has yet to be dramatized, however, is the occurrence of 
this dynamic level of talk and action when three or more characters 
are present—that is, when men are among themselves. 


American Buffalo, David Mamet 


Written within two years of one another, David Mamet’s American 
Buffalo and Goldberg’s Family Business have more in common than 
initially meets the eye and ear. Each is in the well-made, realist 
tradition. Within acts, each abides by the unities of place and ac- 
tion. Both dramatize the talk of men in groups rather than limiting 
their characters to dyadic conversations. And despite their different 
backgrounds—Goldberg’s men are wealthy, educated, articulate, 
professional, while Mamet’s men are poor, uneducated, inarticu- 
late, working-class—the two sets of characters value talk among 
themselves, albeit for different ends. “What I write about is what I 
think is missing from our society,” Mamet asserts. “And that’s com- 
munication on a basic level” (qtd. in Lewis and Browne 69). 

In American Buffalo, Mamet dramatizes men’s struggle to com- 
municate meaningfully, as they flip-flop between social and per- 
sonal dialogue, a dynamic not unlike the Steins’ discourse in Fam- 
ily Business. Mamet’s and Goldberg’s characters’ dialogue is vividly 
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distinct, however, from that of characters who are either obsessed 
with social dialogue (as in Glengarry Glen Ross, for instance) or 
instantly comfortable with personal dialogue (as in A Quiet End). 
Social and personal dialogues coexist with one another, often in a 
seemingly contradictory relationship, as a kind of sociopersonal 
talk. Mamet’s sociopersonal talk is a rare feature for a male-cast 
play without the aid of alcohol and drugs. Mamet’s men engage 
“[tlalk as action...not passive reportage but an active agent in 
shaping the world and the terms of human relationships.... 
Conflict may be at the heart of dramatic action but the heart of 
conflict is talk” (King 539). 

American Buffalo is first and foremost a play about how 
American males talk and what American males have to say to one 
another. It is only appropriate that a play about communication 
generates a lot of talk about itself. Over the last forty years, few 
American plays have provoked as much criticism and commentary 
as has American Buffalo. Its author, with his many interviews and 
personal essays, himself contributes to the ongoing discourse. The 
critical appraisal of American Buffalo has been just that—an evolv- 
ing discourse that has moved from earlier, unfavorable critiques of 
the play as plotless and formless (Clurman; Gill 1977; Rogoff 1977) 
to favorable reassessments that cite the play’s linguistic innovation 
(Bigsby 1985, 1992; Gussow 1980; Kerr 1981) and cultural reso- 
nances—whether they be economic (as an indictment of capitalism: 
Bigsby 1985, 1992; Demastes; Schlueter and Forsyth), social 
(Herman; Hubert-Leibler), or metaphoric (Bigsby 1985, 1992; 
Carroll; Schlueter and Forsyth). While the various Marxist-material- 
ist-mad-metaphysical-metaphorical readings of the play are custom- 
ary, few consider the value of its assessment from the position of 
its gender codings among men. Mamet’s unconventional handling 
of standard elements in a realist play—language, characters, and 
action—receives acclaim for its sparse, neonaturalist dramaturgy. 
When viewed within the conventions of male-cast drama, however, 
the uniqueness of his dramaturgy is less obvious than critics usu- 
ally understand. Examined for the progression of its discourse 
coherence—the dynamics of the men’s sociopersonal talk and its 
topic selections (not to be confused with its “realism” [S. Gale; 
Mamet 1986])—American Buffalo offers an atypical representation 
of men among themselves. 

While critics readily acknowledge the quality of relationships 
among Mamet’s characters (S. Gale; Herman; Hubert-Leibler; 
Schvey), they choose not to identify the frame of their relationships 
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as a male “family.” Nearly fifteen years after the play’s premiere, 
however, the playwright himself invited a rethinking of his drama. 
In 1988, Mamet remarked, “American Buffalo sneakily enough, is 
really a tragedy about life in the family—T[it] is really the play [of 
mine] which is closest to Death of a Salesman, though it’s some- 
thing I only realized afterwards” (1988, 93). (Several years earlier, 
Christopher Bigsby anticipated Mamet’s observation, suggesting off- 
handedly that “in a sense, [the characters] form a kind of family” 
[1985, 84]). From this perspective, the male characters in American 
Buffalo join the men previously discussed in If This Isn’t Love!, A 
Quiet End, and Family Business to dramatize a third type of male 
family, one composed neither of homosexuals nor blood relatives, 
but rather unrelated straight men who, presumably, are single. It is 
with Mamet’s blessing, therefore, that one considers American Buf- 
falo within the American dramatic tradition of realist domestic 
drama and all its codings. But it is a domestic play with only male 
characters. 

American Buffalo is set in a junk shop owned and managed 
by Don Dubrow, a man in his late forties. The plot is uncompli- 
cated. Don has his “gopher,” Bobby, spy on a former customer 
whose coin collection the two men plan to steal (Mamet 1976, 1).14 
The customer previously purchased a buffalo-head nickel from Don 
for ninety dollars. Don assumes that the collector exploited his 
ignorance of the coin’s value, so he plots to reclaim the coin and 
others of value. In hearing this plan, Teach, Don’s “friend and asso- 
ciate” (1), convinces Don to let him be his partner in crime rather 
than young Bobby, an unreliable recovering junkie. In return, how- 
ever, Teach must agree to let Fletcher, another of Don’s buddies, 
participate in the heist. In act 2, Teach returns to the junk shop 
nearly twelve hours later, having overslept the scheduled time for 
the burglary. The frustrated robbers, Don and Teach, are inter- 
rupted by Bobby, who tells them that Fletcher was mugged and is 
now in the hospital. Suspicious of and enraged by this report, 
Teach viciously attacks Bobby; Don hits Teach in response; and 
Teach then ravages the shop with a pig iron. Amid the rubble, 
finally, Don “restores the solicitude toward Bobby we noticed in 
Don at the start of the play” (Barbera 273). 

Since the “plot” of the play is primarily talk about an inaction 
(i.e., the robbery), the characters’ conversations take on singular 
importance. Characters reveal through language their relationships 
to one another, as well as their own natures to themselves. Talk as 
action (Don tells Bob that “[a]ction talks” [4]) and the revelations 
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that accompany talk are at the heart of American Buffalo. Mamet 
“shift[s] from a sort of Aristotelian philosophy that argues humans 
reveal themselves through their actions,” William Demastes sug- 
gests, “to one that argues humans reveal themselves through 
speech” (68). Don, whom Mamet identifies as the play’s protagonist 
(1986, 76), participates in each of the twelve conversations that 
structure the play. His voice, in all its contradictions, centers the 
men’s discourse. Seven of the characters’ talks are dyads, while five 
are triads. Among the former, Don has his most involved conversa- 
tions with Teach. He has only three, relatively brief conversations 
with Bobby. Two of these talks (one opens act 1, the other con- 
cludes act 2) frame American Buffalo. They also reinforce Mamet’s 
intention that Don and Bobby’s relationship be pivotal to the play’s 
communicative dynamics and meaning. For this reason, Don and 
Bobby’s initial conversation, which is sociopersonal, establishes 
not only the parameters of the play’s discourse coherence, but the 
issues that evolve into the play’s thematics. 

During the opening conversation, Don and Bobby combine the 
usual topics of social dialogue—the mechanics of their business 
arrangement and absent women or men—with a more personal 
topic: the nature of friendship. This combination of discourses, a 
sociopersonal level of speaking, is significant for two reasons. First, 
it simply yet succinctly distinguishes between the topical features 
in social and personal dialogues. When, for example, Don talks 
about the heist or when Bobby reports on his spying adventures, 
the men’s dialogue is clearly social in its focus on business con- 
cerns. When Don talks to Bobby about the young man’s need to 
maintain good eating habits, to take vitamins, and to take better 
care of himself “for [his] own good” (9), their dialogue is personal 
in its parent-to-child-like concern with self-inquiry and evaluation. 
“As in the father-son relationship,” Pascale Hubert-Leibler notes, 
Don’s “exercise of power is mitigated by feelings of solicitude and 
love, and a real concern for the other’s well being” (562). Second, 
a character’s sociopersonal dialogue outlines the features that char- 
acterize his social identity, in direct contrast to those that individu- 
alize his personal, self-disclosing identity. When speaking about 
business to Bobby, for instance, Don is direct, assertive, and no- 
nonsense, while Bobby remains attentive, flexible, and eager to do 
a good job. When speaking about personal matters, the older man 
is compassionate, concerned, and helpful, while Bobby is needy, 
responsive, and appreciative. 

In a key illustration of the dynamics in Mamet’s sociopersonal 
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dialogue, Don reminds his young charge, “I’m trying to teach you 
something here” (4), as he goes on to identify the critical differ- 
ences between business-based and friendship-based relationships. 
“{Blusiness is....[pleople taking care of themselves,” Don asserts. 
“‘Cause there’s business and there’s friendship...and what you 
got to do is keep clear who your friends are, and who treated you 
like what. Or else the rest is garbage, Bob, because. ...[t]hings are 
not always what they seem to be” (7-8). Speaking from a philo- 
sophical position not unlike the title character’s in Mamet’s later 
work, Edmond, Don maps out the boundaries of the play’s dis- 
course coherence and thematic focus. Don’s conversations through- 
out the play test his own hypothesis that “things are not always 
what they seem to be.” Don, whom Mamet sees as a tragic hero, is 
tempted by a force within himself that is materialized in Teach.!5 
This force tries to influence Don to favor business over friendship. 
Driving American Buffalo forward is the temptation of Don Dubrow 
through (Teach’s) language. And it is the characters’ fluctuating 
reliance upon sociopersonal language that shapes the play’s dis- 
course coherence. This frame, however, finally favors personal dia- 
logue as Don realizes that, in Mamet’s words, “rather than his 
young ward needing lessons in being an excellent man, it is he 
himself who needs those lessons” (1988, 94). 

The play’s first triadic and dyadic conversations (the latter be- 
tween Don and Teach) focus on typical topics in social dialogue: a 
shared activity (their card game of the previous evening) and absent 
women (specifically Ruthie and Grace, who are friends with this 
trio of men). Yet, when speaking alone to Don, Teach chooses to 
dwell on the absent women, believing that Ruthie won the recent 
card game because she cheated, with Grace’s help. Teach com- 
plains that he does not “like the way they’re treating [him]” (11), 
especially since he naturally assumes that they are friends (10). 
“This hurts me in a way I don’t know what the fuck to do” (11), 
Teach confides; “there is not one loyal bone in that bitch’s 
[Ruthie’s] body” (14). Employing a socioperscnal rhetoric to com- 
ment further on Ruthie’s actions—which are tied up with the busi- 
ness of money—Teach distinguishes, supposedly for Don’s benefit, 
between business and friendsnip: “We’re talking about money for 
chrissake, huh? We’re talking about cards. Friendship is friendship, 
and a wonderful thing, and I am all for it. I have never said differ- 
ent, and you know me on this point. Okay. But let’s just keep it 
separate huh, let’s just keep the two apart, and maybe we can deal 
with each other like some human beings” (15). Teach agrees with 
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Don that business and friendship are separate things, but neither 
man has yet to articulate clearly what constitutes friendship—ex- 
cept that it is not business. The closest that either man comes to 
this naming is when Don speaks personally to Bobby in the play’s 
opening talk; here, Don’s words are action—his action talks—as he 
reveals his friendship through the content and quality of what he 
says. 

Like Samuel Beckett’s men before them, Don and Teach talk 
to pass time. After momentarily exhausting the topic of absent 
women, the men face a “long pause” of silence (16). Whereas such 
moments in other male-cast plays might lead to verbal abuse or 
physical violence (that is, rejection of further social dialogue), 
Mamet’s men revert to the most basic social dialogue: “So what’s 
new?” Teach asks. “Nothing,” replies Don. “Same old shit, huh?” 
“Yup,” Don answers. And so the men talk about Teach’s missing 
hat (an echo of Lucky’s hat in Waiting for Godot); Fletcher, the 
absent man whom they are waiting for (another Beckett allusion);1® 
objects from the Chicago 1933 World’s Fair that Don sells; cards; 
and the weather. It never crosses the mind of either man to engage 
any broad or controversial, yet potentially personal, topics such as 
sex, race, ethnicity, class, politics, or religion. Although the absent 
woman remains a dependable topic, the two men monitor the often 
blurred boundaries between business and friendship, since any top- 
ics they discuss are automatically coded according to one of these 
two polarities. 

The personal stakes between Don and Teach increase when 
Teach realizes that he is excluded from Don’s plan to do a business 
“thing with the kid” (25). In the third dyadic talk in act 1, Teach 
is desperate to get business details about the “thing” from an un- 
forthcoming Don: “I’m making conversation.... I’m just asking for 
talk” (26). Don finally gives in. Through social dialogue, he tells 
Teach the story of the coin collector and his unexpected, pricey 
purchase of Don’s buffalo nickel. The narrative momentarily turns 
personal, however, as Don touches on the class distinctions be- 
tween the collector and himself. “He comes in here like I’m his 
fucking doorman” (31), Don bitterly recalls, as he tells Teach that 
Bobby and he will be robbing the man’s home later this same day. 
It is at this point that the play’s discourse coherence takes a turn, 
in favor of sociopersonal dialogue that Teach now, also, fully en- 
gages. Upon hearing that Don is using Bobby to do the heist, Teach 
manipulates the topics of business and friendship through socio- 
personal dialogue in an effort to change Don’s mind. 
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Teach assumes that Don chooses Bobby for reasons based only 
in friendship. He knows that he must convince Don to separate 
friendship from business if Don intends this job to be completed 
successfully. Teach also knows that if he can replace Bobby, he 
will strengthen his ties of friendship to Don. After Teach gets what 
he wants, he uncharacteristically says to Don, “I like you like a 
brother” (45). Paradoxically, therefore, business and friendship are 
not always unrelated. But in order to succeed at business, from 
Teach’s perspective, one must initially demand from one’s partner 
something distinctly different from friendship. Business requires, 
as it were, nonfriendship, nonloyalty (34). Business requires that 
partners maintain social and not self-disclosing identities between 
themselves; to expose the latter to others is simply “not good busi- 
ness” (63). And finally, business requires one’s unwavering com- 
mitment to the capitalist ethos that, in its codings, is a near replica 
of the masculine ethos. 

The vigorous, impressive feature of Mamet’s dialogue (and 
what some might call his genius) is the choreography of language 
as Teach convinces Don to drop Bobby. Mamet’s method is to stress 
the social dimension of Teach’s sociopersonal dialogue, to empha- 
size why Don cannot “afford to take the chance” with Bobby (35). 
Teach never forgets that he is talking business, or social dialogue, 
with Don. However, he skillfully and selectively draws from the 
codings in personal dialogue to capitalize on the sentiments (and 
power) of friendship that he knows underlie Don’s (his listener’s) 
fundamental communicative dynamic. Uniting features of the two 
dialogues, with emphasis on the sociopersonal, Teach appeals to 
the Don who is a gendered, culturally coded male—one who pre- 
fers material success over the male bonding of friendship. This is 
the kind of talk that Teach knows the two men understand: “We 
both know what we’re saying here” (34)—to “take the time to go 
first-class” (37). And so Teach, with confidence and bravado, warns 
Don, “This loyalty. This is swell. It turns my heart the things that 
you do for the kid.... All I mean, a guy can be too loyal, Don. 
Don’t be dense on this. What are we saying here? Business” (34). 
Bobby is, after all, the kid in this male family, and the robbery is 
clearly an adults-only, parental job. 

When Bobby returns a second time from the restaurant with 
the men’s coffee, Don lies to him about the scheduled robbery. “I 
was thinking, you know,” Don tells the young man, “[wle might 
hold off on this thing” (41). Don is so influenced by Teach’s posi- 
tion that he is disloyal to Bobby. He cannot even tell Bobby that 
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he has been dropped from the robbery team. By lying to Bobby 
about their business in the name of business, Don violates a vital 
premise of their friendship, of their personal relationship—that is, 
he violates their trust. “The business ethic is vicious enough in the 
business world,” Demastes surmises, “but it alters those in it to the 
point that they adapt it to all situations” (79). And as Mamet him- 
self concludes, “[T]here are no extenuating circumstances for sup- 
porting the betrayal of a friend” (1986, 76). 

Act 1 ends as Teach and Don privately discuss business in 
order to “make up rules” for the evening’s burglary (47). Although 
he is “hurt” but not “mad” that Don wants Fletcher on their “team” 
for “depth” (52, 54, 51), Teach agrees to the plan since they are 
“talking business” (52). “It’s good to talk this stuff out” (47), Teach 
instructs an equally incompetent Don. “You have to talk it out. Bad 
feelings, misunderstandings happen on a job.” In act 2, Don is able 
to understand the value of friendship, “family,” and “home” only 
after Teach and he, ironically, really do “talk it out” about “fuckin’ 
business” (55). Only when the two men freely respond through 
personal discourse to bad feelings and misunderstandings about 
their bungled job is Don able to differentiate between his true feel- 
ings for Bobby and Teach. 

At the opening of act 2, Don is alone in the junk shop waiting 
for Teach and Fletcher, both of whom are late for the scheduled 
heist. Bob, however, shows up to talk business with Don; he needs 
cash in order to buy a buffalo-head nickel from “some guy” (69). 
As the two men speak in circles about the relative value of this 
latest coin, Teach enters the room and interrupts their social dia- 
logue. He is upset about being late for the robbery (his watch 
broke), Fletcher’s absence, and Bobby’s unexplained presence in 
the junk shop. Before Don dismisses Bobby, Teach once again de- 
means the young man to his face. Yet, as in previous instances 
throughout their dialogues, Teach immediately apologizes to Bobby 
and to Don for speaking harshly: “I’m sorry. I spoke in anger. I’m 
sorry, I’m sorry. (Everybody can make mistakes around here but 
me.) I’m sorry, Bob. ...[To Don.] So what do you want me to do? 
Dress up and lick him all over?” (65). Teach knows that his busi- 
ness partner, Don, disapproves of any personal insults directed at 
Bobby. Although Don has been disloyal to Bobby in their business 
arrangement, he still protects his young charge from outsiders 
whose words intend to humiliate the inarticulate recovering junkie. 
And Don seems to be all the quicker to rise to Bobby’s defense in 
light of his own frustration at Teach (and Fletcher) for botching the 
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robbery. The seeds of nonbusiness talk are already sprouting in this 
first of two triadic conversations to occur in the act. 

Alone and waiting for Fletcher, Teach and Don pass the time 
by repeating previous remarks about absent people: Bobby, 
Fletcher, Ruthie, and the intended crime victim. With very little 
new to say to one another, Teach uses this opportunity to reimpose 
his capitalist notions on Don, ones shaped by self-interest, exploita- 
tion of others, and, implicitly, disregard for friendship. “You know 
what is free enterprise,” Teach asks Don. “The freedom...Of the 
Individual...To Embark on Any Fucking Course that he sees 
fit... In order to secure his honest chance to make a profit” (72-73). 
In the canon of male-cast plays, characters who embrace this capi- 
talist ethos do so not as the individual whom Teach evokes, but 
rather as the socially constructed Man whose actions are mirrored 
by many men in the capitalist patriarchal system. Teach is not the 
individual he thinks he is—and, consequently, he has no idea what 
it means for an individual to have freedom. As he ironically admits 
to Don, who wants to know “what makes [him] such an authority 
on life,” Teach responds, “[T]he way I’ve lived it.” 


Don: Now what does that mean, Teach? 
Teach: What does that mean? 

Don: Yes. 

Teach: What does that mean? 

Don: Yes. 


Teach: Nothing. Not a thing. 
(74) 


Teach is all business talk and nothing more. 

Bored and angry at their wait, Teach eventually tries to con- 
vince Don to break the deal with Fletcher—since he did so with 
Bobby—so that the two of them can get on with the robbery. Teach 
is desperate to connect with Don to validate his own existence. He 
knows that the two of them can move forward as a “team” only if 
he successfully disconnects Don from Fletcher (51). To do this, he 
must tarnish Fletcher’s image as an appropriate business partner, 
just he has previously done with Bobby. But Teach also knows that 
Don is loyal to Fletcher in ways that are similar to his (albeit now- 
contested) loyalty toward Bobby, loyalty that bespeaks friendship. 
As part of his strategy, therefore, Teach even suggests that Fletcher 
is an “animal” who might single-handedly try to execute the rob- 
bery (75). Don rejects Teach’s conjecture. Still bothered by his dis- 
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missal of Bobby from the game plan, Don honors his commitment 
to another friend, the smarter, skilled Fletcher. By doing so, the 
shop owner demonstrates that his commitment to others is not 
always corruptible. Don’s unbusinesslike behavior, in Teach’s esti- 
mation, is a clear sign of favoritism toward Fletcher and lack of 
trust in Teach (79). Discouraged, a self-absorbed Teach begrudg- 
ingly returns to social dialogue, as he discusses the robbery’s me- 
chanics with a now cautious Don. 

Moments before Bobby returns unexpectedly to the junk shop, 
Teach activates sociopersonal dialogue in an irrevocably vicious 
strategy to discredit Fletcher in Don’s eyes; it is a strategy that he 
will eventually use against Bobby in final desperation. “The man 
is a cheat,” Teach says of Fletcher (80), and his most recent display 
of dishonesty was during the previous evening’s card game. Don 
immediately rejects this accusation, only to be chastised by Teach 
in return: “You live in your own world, Don. ... You can’t take the 
truth. ... And you don’t know what goes on.” “This is nothing but 
poison,” Don exclaims, as he works against this final temptation to 
discredit all that he knows and trusts Fletcher to be. “Don’t fuck 
with me [about Fletcher],” Don warns, to which Teach assuredly 
replies, “I don’t fuck with my friends, Don. I don’t fuck with my 
business associates. I am a businessman, I am here to do business, 
I am here to face facts” (83). Deliberately blurring the distinctions 
between friends and business associates in his sociopersonal dia- 
logue, Teach once again attacks the foundation upon which Don 
establishes personal relationships. If Fletcher cheats at cards, then 
there is no reason to believe that he is honest when Don leaves him 
alone in the junk shop or when the two engage their friendship 
away from business interests. Teach momentarily shakes Don’s 
confidence in his judgment, his perceptions of reality, and his 
evaluation of character. Yet Don now knows the challenge directly 
before him: to take responsibility to uncover whether Teach’s “poi- 
son” is fact or fiction. Enter Bobby, again. 

Typical of the metalinguistic features that characterize the ten- 
sion in the men’s dialogue throughout American Buffalo, Bobby 
mentions repeatedly that he has “got to talk to Donny” because he 
has something to “tell.” Teach, in response, reiterates that Don 
“does not want to talk to [Bobby].” “You do not have to do any- 
thing that we tell you that you have to do,” Teach reminds the 
young man, unaware that his language now contradicts his inten- 
tions (87). Words alone fill the space in the junk shop, words dis- 
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connected from context and meaning. Capturing some meaning to 
their conversation, however, Bobby tells the others that Ruthie and 
Grace told him that Fletcher is in the hospital. Unable to verify the 
accident, Donny begins to suspect that Bobby may be involved in 
a covert business deal with Fletcher, one that is to undermine 
Don’s planned robbery. Teach has encouraged Don to be suspicious 
of both Fletcher and Bobby, and the fruits of his effort appear to 
be ripening. 

Teach now takes complete control in directing the discourse. 
For all intents and purposes, Don works for Teach at this point. 
Teach’s strategy is to move aggressively, sure in his own assump- 
tions. He insists that Bobby “understands” that they “want some 
answers” (93). He reminds the young man that “loyalty does not 
mean shit a situation like this” since they are talking “business” 
and not “friendship.” As if judge and jury, Teach demands that 
Bobby tells them “what is going on...and everything [he] know(s]” 
(94). Don, listening attentively to the testimony, fears that his 
friends may well be cheating on him, as Teach had warned him. 
“I can’t believe this,” Don says to himself, as Bob goes on to claim, 
“I don’t know anything.” 

Bob’s admission that he lacks (certain) knowledge and that he 
is unable to articulate in sociopersonal dialogue something of value 
that will satisfy Teach triggers, from Teach’s point of view, a break- 
down in their cooperative communication. Clearly, Bobby did not 
understand (or so Teach thinks) that he must know something and 
that he must find the language to describe that which he knows. 
Don also appears to side with Teach in the latter’s efforts to get 
information from Bobby. Failing to find the words, because there 
are no words to convince Teach that he is telling the truth, Bobby 
is the victim of the play’s first full-blown violent action as “Teach 
grabs a nearby object and hits Bob viciously on the side of the 
head” (94). Once again, violence combines with uncooperative 
communication to echo a conventional feature of all-male interac- 
tion. As realized in other male-cast plays, this combination is 
coded into the discourse coherence. From this perspective, there- 
fore, Teach’s violence is a semiotic feature of men’s dramatic inter- 
action, not simply “a thematic necessity” (Demastes 81), a compo- 
nent of Teach’s “paranoid narrative” (Bigsby 1985, 80), or the only 
source of “tension” that is available to “the stupid” (Crouch 1981). 
After this burst of violence, Bobby witnesses Donny’s capitulation 
to Teach’s behavior. “[W]e don’t want to hit you,” the older man 
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consoles, “we didn’t want to do this to you” (95). Don, in effect, 
condones the violence against his friend, all in the name of busi- 
ness. 

Before uncooperative communication has the opportunity to 
overwhelm the men’s interaction, the telephone rings. Mamet, like 
so many playwrights of male-cast plays, depends upon the tele- 
phone to redirect the interaction out of violent behavior and back 
into (socio)personal dialogue. And, of course, an absent woman 
inserts her presence into the action: Ruthie provides the informa- 
tion that the men are otherwise trying to beat out of each other. 
Appearing to call deliberately to derail Teach’s control over Don 
(which of course, is not the case), Ruthie confirms that Fletcher is 
indeed in the hospital. Thus, in one phone call that confirms a 
particular truth, all of the conflicts that hound Don after his initial 
sociopersonal dialogue with Bobby—the suspicion of betrayed 
friendships, the violations of personal trust, and the act of irrational 
bloody violence—serve only to demonstrate just how far Don strays 
from who he is and from what he values. Teach’s temptation of 
Don (or Don’s self-deception) comes nearly full circle as the 
tempter confesses, “[Wle’re fucked up here” (97), which only 
prompts Don to regain control of his “house” and begin to take care 
of first things first, as friendship dictates: to see that the “kid” gets 
to a hospital for proper medical attention (98). 

But since Teach has no strings on anyone’s friendship, he re- 
minds Don (by way of racist, misogynistic associations), “I am not 
your nigger. I am not your wife” (98). He contentiously pulls both 
men back into business talk, in which Bobby, not Teach, is still the 
“other.” Despite Don’s forceful protestations that “this is over,” the 
explosive Teach retorts, “No, it’s not.... I’m in this. And it isn’t 
over.” After all, Teach believes that every day on the streets he 
“put[s his] dick on the chopping block” for Don and their business 
(103). In their linguistic commerce, Teach believes that Don owes 
him. So, Teach bombards Bobby with unrelenting questions about 
the buffalo-head nickel. Bobby finally admits that he bought the 
coin from a collector “for Donny” (99). Teach automatically as- 
sumes that the kid junkie is lying; Teach is unable (or unwilling) 
to reason the rest of the scenario—Bobby used the money he bor- 
rowed earlier to purchase and thereby replace Don’s other coin, 
doing so because Don is his friend. Rather, in flashing verbal 
abuses, Teach attacks Don who, unbeknownst to Teach, has now 
reasoned through Bobby’s action: “You fake. You fucking fake. You 
fuck your friends. You have no friends.... You seek your friends 
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with junkies, You’re a joke on this street, you and him” (100-101). 
Teach’s tirade, as Henry Schvey explains, “contains, despite its 
self-serving aspects, a considerable measure of truth. Only at this 
point does Donny see Teach clearly as the deceiver he is” (83). 
Teach’s verbal abuse prompts two reactions—one physical vio- 
lence, the other personal dialogue—from the men who are friends: 
Don attacks Teach, after which Bobby confesses a lie to Don.!” Each 
reaction in its own way defends friendship over business. First, 
Don acknowledges that Bobby did not lie about Fletcher; Bobby 
has, in fact, been loyal to the code of friendship. For good or ill, 
Don comes to understand, friends like Bobby and Fletcher can also 
be partners in business. Under Teach’s manipulative power, how- 
ever, Don willingly allows himself to deny that which he knows. 
Although Don appears ready to accept responsibility for the error 
of his ways, his words are ineffectual: he fails to convince Teach 
to leave the junk shop. True to the structural conventions of the 
realist male-cast play, Don resorts to physical violence, as he at- 
tacks his enemy, naming Teach for what he is: “You stiff this one, 
you stiff that one... you come in here, you stick this poison in me” 
(101). Out of selfishness and greed, Teach poisons Don’s values 
with suspicion and distrust toward personal relationships. Other 
private relationships threaten any individual gain that Teach stands 
to achieve should he become both a business partner and friend of 
Don. Thus, Teach creates absolutes out of half-truths. He assumes 
anything about Bobby and articulates it if it serves his purpose to 
poison Don’s mind about Bobby (or Fletcher). But Don calls Teach’s 
bluff: “You make life out of garbage.” Don realizes that Teach ani- 
mates lies and fears to deceive him into turning on his friends. But 
more importantly, Don knows that he chose to believe Teach and 
thereby betray Bobby—and herein lies Don’s conflict in conscious- 
ness as well as his reaffirmation of the values he hopes to reestab- 
lish. His immediate goal is to rectify his flawed judgment. 
Observing Don’s outburst of violence, ostensibly in defense of 
their friendship, Bobby demands that Don hear his confession. The 
young man, in his characteristically inarticulate speech, admits to 
Don that he has been lying not only about the whereabouts of the 
coin collector but about the possibility of the robbery at all. From 
Bob’s admission, Don reasons that the young man borrowed their 
money earlier in order to buy another buffalo-head nickel. Bob 
intended that this gesture compensate for his friend’s earlier loss 
and overcome the shop owner’s desire for revenge via a heist 
(which Bob knew could not take place because he had fabricated 
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its possibility). “Even Bobby,” as Benedict Nightingale notices, “re- 
pay[s] Donny’s kindness with betrayal” (1983, 3)—but it is a be- 
trayal intended to save Don from his worst side: revenge. Bob lies 
about business throughout the day’s various conversations in order 
to please his friend: he tells Don what the shop owner wants to 
hear, or so Bobby assumes, and does not tell him anything that 
jeopardizes his cover—that is, until Bobby accepts that only a 
“shit” perpetuates a lie to a friend (102). The motivations behind 
Bobby’s and Teach’s words and actions toward Don, therefore, dif- 
fer dramatically. 

Despondent and angry at these latest revelations, which cast 
him as a manipulative villain, Teach responds by “trashing the 
junk shop” (103), a kind of home and sanctuary for the three men. 
Teach no longer knows his position in this room, so he moves to 
destroy what he cannot have. If he cannot have business, friend- 
ship, or a space of his own, then no one else can have them either. 
Once again, destruction and violence surface as man’s means to 
strike back at the chaos of his own making. Teach’s verbal, “wild 
accusations,” Jeanette Malkin concludes, are “almost metaphysical, 
decrying the grotesque and violent disparity between human 
needs—contact, communication, comprehension—and the moral 
and verbal poverty that prohibit their attainment” (154). Ironically, 
Teach’s axiomatic litany—there is “No Right And Wrong. The 
World Is Lies. There Is No Friendship” (103)—is disproved in Don 
and Bobby’s relationship. While Teach’s “Whole Cocksucking Life” 
may be without morals, truth, and bonding, Don comes to under- 
stand and realize that he shares some semblance of morals, truth, 
and bonding with Bobby. His life has some individualization, some 
personal meaning, that he jeopardizes when he lets Teach’s “poi- 
son” overcome him. Unlike Teach, who believes that “there is 
nothing out there” (104), Don moves to create “something of worth” 
(Barbera 273) in his relationship with Bob that will sustain them, 
whether they are inside or outside their junk shop home.’® 

Don realizes the freedom inherent in self-definition before he 
takes Bobby to the hospital (which, in and of itself, is yet another 
sign of the shop owner’s willingness to care for another man, unlike 
Peter, for instance, who abandons Jerry in The Zoo Story). In a 
brief, private moment with the injured, bleeding Bobby, Don ac- 
knowledges in personal dialogue the completeness of what he has 
just experienced. He values loyalty and truth in a friend—in a 
“family” member—and Bobby, Don comes to understand, embodies 
these qualities in the often contradictory context of their relation- 
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ship. Don also claims responsibility for his words and deeds. Con- 
sequently, he regains his initial dynamic with Bobby, one Mamet 
identities as critical to (ethical) survival: “[O]nce you step back 
from the moral responsibility you’ve undertaken, you’re lost. We 
have to take responsibility” (qtd. in Wetzsteon). The world of 
American Buffalo is not, finally, as Hersh Zeifman suggests, “liter- 
ally ruthless and graceless” (129); it is a world in which charity and 
responsibility can be, and are, present. 

In one of the more primitive, yet strikingly compassionate 
scenes of bonding between characters in American male-cast 
drama, Mamet represents the natural simplicity that can accom- 
pany a man’s expressions of profound feelings and insights. 
Mamet’s play of talk ends neither in violence nor in business, but 
in sparse, personal dialogue: 


Don: Bob. I’m sorry. 

Bob: What? 

Don: I’m sorry. 

Bob: I fucked up. 

Don: No. You did real good. 

Bob: No. 

Don: Yeah. You did real good. [Pause.] 

Bob: Thank you. 

Don: That’s all right. [Pause.] 

Bob: I’m sorry, Donny. 

Don: That’s all right. [Lights dim.] 
(106) 


Don’s and Bob’s talk is finally based in self-awareness. It is 
open and sincere, and not “pointless words of apology and forgive- 
ness,” as Malkin argues (154). Their attempt through language to 
fill a “missing intimacy” (Bigsby 1985, 22) is an uncommon feature 
in male-cast drama. It is a particularly unique communicative inter- 
action for (white) heterosexual male characters, made all the more 
paradoxical in its inarticulate, fragmented presentation. The men 
in this “straight family” are noticeably less comfortable with lan- 
guage than are their familial counterparts: the gay men in If This 
Isn’t Love! and A Quiet End and the blood relatives in Family 
Business. But Mamet’s men finally do speak frankly, and in doing 
so, each takes the necessary risk and responsibility toward the indi- 
vidualization of his identity and toward his relationships. 

The language of American Buffalo—despite (or perhaps be- 
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cause of) its metalinguistic circularity, semantic gaps, vulgarity, 
and urban rhythms—is actually one of the more articulate, direct 
representations of straight male communication committed to (so- 
cio)personal dialogue. Mamet’s men’s talk is not marked by the 
“self conscious analysis [and] debate” (Jacobs 55) that is prevalent 
in the personal dialogue of Goldberg’s and Swados’s characters. 
Yet Mamet succeeds in presenting a progressive portrait of men 
who come to value their relationship to one another and to speak 
of that value. Mamet achieves one of his immediate artistic goals, 
to “tear down...some of the myths about this country” (1988, 96), 
here accomplished in his representation of a male relationship that 
defies, ever so briefly, powerful gender codings. 

Mamet’s men, Don in particular, are not simply “losers” 
(Barbera 273) and “mediocrities” (Hubert-Leibler) in an “offensive 
piece of writing” (Gill 1977). They demand that the truths of their 
unconventional, unmythic lives and relationships be taken seri- 
ously, not evaluated simply as a “metaphoric heap of junk” (Schlu- 
eter and Forsyth 499), nor as “broken and useless as the cast-off 
objects which surround them” (Malkin 154). Very few critics ad- 
dress the poignant relevancy of the organicism that characterizes 
Don and Bob’s relationship, especially as it is captured in their 
final talk. Nightingale rightly valorizes it, nonetheless, as “one of 
the most touching and pregnant moments in contemporary drama”: 


On the face of it, nothing happens....But actually something 
rather momentous has happened. These people sense it, and so 
perhaps can we. David Mamet has asked the most crucial ques- 
tion any drama could pose—do values exist?—and quietly and 
unsentimentally answered in the affirmative. All in a small, 
unpretentious play involving small, unpretentious people and 
set in a junk shop. (1983) 


Mamet has written a play not only of “intellectual content” 
(Barbera 275), but of social content: he dramatizes the potential for 
meaningful relationships between men despite the stifling power 
of gender codings that would deny such connections. Mamet’s 
men, dangerously close to remaining in the world of The Zoo Story, 
take a decisive step away by the end of their talks. Despite their 
uneasiness with language, Mamet’s men come to understand the 
value in human connection as well as to respect and desire such 
connections within the male community. For this reason, Bigsby’s 
assessment falls short of recognizing the achievement of Mamet’s 
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characters: “At the very center of [Mamet’s] work is his recognition 
of a failure of will, imagination, and courage” (1985, 70). Within 
the final conversations in American Buffalo, Mamet’s men struggle 
against this tendency, as they do successfully animate their will, 
imagination, and courage. Their struggle is evident in the progres- 
sive dynamics of the characters’ dialogue, which in turn structures 
the play’s discourse coherence. They briefly crack the code of the 
semiotic of maleness in their conversation. Don and Bobby come a 
long way, given who they are and “given the moral inversions of 
the world they inhabit” (Bigsby 1985, 84). Through sober, personal 
talk, they choose to regain a moral grounding in their individualiza- 
tion, in their friendship, and just possibly, in a world in which the 
gender system codes men such as themselves as the marginalized 
“other”—men who are what Don and Bobby have the potential to 
become. 

The discourse coherence in male-cast “family” dramas repre- 
sented here by If This Isn’t Love!, A Quiet End, Family Business, 
and American Buffalo is similar to that which structures the mixed- 
cast play in American domestic realism. American family dramas 
in the well-made play tradition favor personal dialogue. Morris, 
Swados, Goldberg, and Mamet draw from the structural and 
characterological traditions particular to mixed-cast family dramas, 
yet in doing so they dramatize, paradoxically, uncharacteristic rep- 
resentations of men among themselves. As gender-coded subjects, 
the protagonists in each of these plays transcend (to varying de- 
grees) the linguistic and behavioral limitations imposed upon them 
by social codings—by the semiotic of maleness. While they initiate 
personal dynamics despite the pressure and assumptions of gender 
codings, they nonetheless do so in the context of standard familial 
codings. Arguably, familial codings—as defined within the conven- 
tional features of American domestic realism—are those that finally 
shape the men’s (personal) discourse. Thus, male-cast plays in 
which the dramatis personae are not family for one another are a 
distinctive litmus test (again, as established with the traditions of 
American dramaturgy) of man’s ability to take responsibility for his 
words and deeds, and thereby for his self-identity. 


That Serious He-Man Ball, Alonzo D. Lamont, Jr. 
It should come as no surprise that there are very few published, 


nondomestic, noninstitutional all-male plays whose discourse co- 
herence is shaped by personal dialogue. The exceptions include a 
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great many plays cast with characters who drink alcohol or take 
other drugs. One recent realist play, however, establishes new stan- 
dards for the nonfamilial male-cast drama, Alonzo D. Lamont, Jr.’s 
That Serious He-Man Ball. This play, like the nonrealist Yankee 
Dawg You Die, is cast exclusively with men of color who are not 
blood relatives. Each play also dramatizes the progressive dynamics 
of male discourse from social dialogue to personal dialogue, reveal- 
ing in language the complicated intersection between race and gen- 
der when men of color speak among themselves. Yet, unlike 
Gotanda’s play and all other full-length plays covered in this study, 
Lamont’s two-act work adheres perfectly to the neoclassic unities. 
It provides, therefore, a rare opportunity to hear extended conversa- 
tion in a group of men and to see how they interact in a noninstitu- 
tional setting over an uninterrupted period of time without drink- 
ing or taking drugs.19 

Lamont insists that issues of race and gender, as well as class, 
intersect in his representation of African American men. This trio 
of codings, race, class, and gender, recall the dramatic tensions 
created in earlier male-cast plays by minority writers, such as The 
Toilet and Short Eyes. Whereas differences in characters’ sexual 
orientations are central to the primary conflict in Baraka’s and 
Pifiero’s plays, that is not the case in Lamont’s drama. The earlier 
writers present sexual and gender codings that subsume racial and 
class differences, but Lamont focuses on their convergence as his 
characters move from cooperative to uncooperative communica- 
tion, only to engage, finally, in self-disclosing dialogue. His charac- 
ters’ concluding words, nonetheless, are like those of so many men 
throughout the male-cast canon: they challenge the rigid gender 
codings that keep men from becoming their own self-identified sub- 
jects. Gender codings distinguish the real Man from the male 
“other,” a distinction that, for all intents and purposes, is eventu- 
ally color-blind. 

That Serious He-Man Ball is set in a basketball court in a sub- 
urban playground during the summer of 1985. Three straight Afri- 
can American friends, each in his late twenties, come to play bas- 
ketball as part of a seasonal ritual they have maintained since their 
high school days. Their interaction is, in fact, both male “tradition 
at play” (Lamont 1989, 5)?° and a manifestation of their desire to 
reclaim what Cokes experienced in Streamers as the unproblema- 
tized infantile self. Jello is a fiction writer with a graduate-school 
degree. He is single and still lives at home with his parents while 
writing stories and working odd jobs, the latest being at a conven- 
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ience store. Sky is also single, and he works as a minority employ- 
ment counselor, dedicated to finding jobs for African Americans. 
Twin is the only one who works in the dominant culture’s profes- 
sional system. Married to a white Jewish woman, Twin is an up- 
and-coming employee at Xerox Corporation, where, for unex- 
plained reasons, he recently turned down a promotion. From the 
perspective of economics and the characters’ class struggle, 
Lamont’s play is a “caste drama,” as Sam Shirakawa suggests, that 
“challenge[s] the notion that we are a classless society” (35). 

It is not coincidental that Lamont dramatizes the lives of three 
middle-class African Americans nearly twenty years after their 
coming of age. After all, historic events and political movements 
of the turbulent 1960s—the Civil Rights Act (1964), the Voting 
Rights Act (1965), and the Civil Rights and the nationalistic Black 
Power movements—were to revolutionize the lives of African 
Americans, just as comparable events and movements, such as 
feminism and gay liberation, were to change the lives of other mar- 
ginalized peoples. Lamont focuses on minority males whose adult 
lives benefit from these earlier social and political actions, the last- 
ing effect of which, however, is now seriously questioned. The 
playwright dramatizes unsettling competition among such men, as 
each measures his successes and failures, own values, and self- 
identity against the other men’s social achievements and personal 
selves in white-controlled, capitalist America. The men are at 
crossroads in their lives. The judgments they pass on one another 
become judgments upon themselves. 

The discourse coherence in act 1 initially mirrors that which 
structures most male-cast plays: social dialogue centered on either 
discussions of employment or absent women. At first, Lamont’s 
characters “are possessed by male cut-up activity” (1), shooting 
baskets while verbally jousting among themselves. They are “glori- 
ously chauvinistic,” quick with “nasty male chuckles” (2) and 
“male mirth” (3) as they affirm for each other their shared identities 
as gender-coded Men. They do so by talking about their sexual 
prowess and conquest of women. Jello is the first to brag about his 
male dominance over the female Other, proudly claiming that his 
“sticky wicket” (1) was recently “drained to the bone” by “Ms. 
Femme” (3). Here and throughout the play, the men engage in a 
verbal banter akin to the dozens (which nearly always demeans 
absent women). Much of the play is, according to Gordon Rogoff, 
“an eloquently vulgar expression of male sexism” (1987, 128): Jello 
boasts of his conquest of Annette, Sky gloats about Shaleeka (6), 
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and Twin tolerates cracks about his “connubial bliss” and lack of 
“nut” from his wife (18, 22). The play’s unique contribution to the 
representation of men is, in fact, the dialogue’s eventual subversion 
of its vulgarity about the Other to focus more truthfully on the 
difference within. 

Lamont creates a distinctive rhetorical strategy in He-Man Ball: 
a “Black Idiom” that Phillip Brian Harper describes as a “vocal 
affirmation of conscious black identity” combined with an “articu- 
late verbal performance in the accepted standard dialect of the 
English language” (120, 121).?1 This strategy, nonetheless, parallels 
language usage and topic selections within the semiotic of male- 
ness; it does not disrupt the discourse coherence that characterizes 
male-male dramatic talk. Initially, the cooperative communication 
varies from explicit, streetwise sex talk to general remarks that 
reflect more complicated syntactical constructions, sophisticated 
vocabularies, and figurative imagery than are usually apparent in 
men’s talk. The friends’ early comments on the basketball court 
sound a bit strained and the voices are undifferentiated, a product 
of the playwright’s self-conscious efforts to mesh naturally occur- 
ring dialogue with thematic concerns. The result occasionally 
smacks of what Allan Wallach calls “basketball court debate” 
(1987). But it is not the “pretentious jargon” that Mel Gussow cites 
in his dismissal of the drama (1987). Rather, the three friends enjoy 
their play with language as they move effortlessly from inflated 
Elizabethan-like rhetoric to street jargon, archaic diction, and un- 
embellished prose. “The languages of the play,” opines Patrick 
Gaffney, “crackle with an idiomatic electricity, a beat more hyp- 
notic than rap and more meaningful than the blues.” In an observa- 
tion one might also make about Mamet’s salesmen in Glengarry 
Glen Ross, Rogoff concludes, “Words, finally, are the only defense 
these men have against their overwhelming impotence. Everything 
fails them except their language” (1987, 128). 

The obvious, public impotence facing Lamont’s characters is 
identified in act 1: each man has a disturbing, unfulfilled relation- 
ship to the business world (9). Each man’s private impotence, how- 
ever, is not revealed until the conversation advances to unqualified 
personal dialogue in act 2. It is at this latter point that He-Man 
Ball dramatizes unconventional male interaction. Much of the dia- 
logue in act 1 recalls the sociopersonal talk that characterizes 
American Buffalo. What distinguishes Lamont’s talk, however, is 
that the characters attack one another, especially on the issue of 
employment. Lamont’s men constantly defend themselves against 
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one another; they repeatedly switch their subject and object posi- 
tions in relation to each other. Rarely is one able to sustain an 
offensive (that is, subject) position. Just as the men are on the court 
to compete in one-on-one basketball, so they engage in one-on-one 
verbal battles. These battles are designed to separate the men from 
the boys in two realms: capitalist, white America and its equally 
coded (inclusionary) counterpoint, the African American commu- 
nity. Through social dialogue the friends confront one another 
about their professional status; yet they also invite personal feelings 
about that status when one acknowledges that his race has a pro- 
found impact on opportunities and success. The cycles of socio- 
personal dialogue in act 1 focus on employment and race. The 
personal dialogue in act 2 focuses on issues of gender and male 
identity. This progression, however, exists within the semiotic of 
maleness; hence, it is disrupted by scattered outbursts of verbal and 
physical violence. 

Immediately after the men refer to absent women, Twin arro- 
gantly passes judgment on the questionable value of his two bud- 
dies’ career choices. They suffer “‘employment mockery,’” Twin 
chides, because of “silly male pride” (6), an accusation that could 
be applied to Twin himself. Jello’s efforts to “change topics” (5) 
fail as Twin resists. Having achieved success through “hard work,” 
Twin criticizes college-educated Jello for his self-indulgence in liv- 
ing off his parents in order to support his efforts to be a writer; he 
also criticizes Sky for devoting years to secure work “for the broth- 
ers and sisters [while] things don’t seem to be getting any better” 
(5) as they wait to be “free at last” (11). He reminds Jello and Sky 
that he continues “to hold the door open” at Xerox for them should 
these “talented young black men” want to secure real, financially 
rewarding jobs (7). Yet both Sky and Jello “love everything” about 
their work (5, 8), a claim Twin cannot make. Jello knows that 
Twin’s “personal turf” is not untroubled, despite the latter’s uncon- 
scious projection of himself as a black role model to the boys from 
the neighborhood (7). 

Twin, who dislikes Jello’s often “serious and sociological” sto- 
ries about African Americans (10), limits his ties to his racial com- 
munity to embrace the financial rewards of white corporate life. 
He constructs seemingly impenetrable boundaries around his social 
identity in order to function among whites, or “Master Chuckie,” 
as Jello calls them (20). In contrast, Sky is wholly identified with 
his racial community, although his boundaries appear to be less 
rigidly maintained than Jello’s. That is, in his ten-year commitment 
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to his race through his work at the association, Sky achieves a kind 
of social and personal freedom. Nonetheless, Twin disregards the 
value both Sky and Jello place on racial identification, as he accen- 
tuates their economic instability. He challenges the value of their 
choices, which, in his estimation, undercut their claims to man- 
hood. Yet Sky and Jello distinguish themselves from Twin by re- 
maining outside the latter’s predominantly white world. Within the 
masculine ethos, however, both males are diminished among men 
by their weak earning power. Twin’s statements heighten the 
group’s devisiveness, leading to the first physical battle of the day, 
between Sky and Jello, both of whom turn to their basketball prow- 
ess to heal their damaged egos. Through athletics, the men hope to 
regain self-pride. 

“The atmosphere turns serious” as Sky and Jello face-off (14). 
Throughout their interaction, the men compete athletically as a 
physical, nonverbal arena where they can exhibit their virility. Pre- 
ceding the basketball challenges, Twin appears to be the least dam- 
aged by the men’s talk about jobs. However, the court action tips 
the balance in Sky’s favor. Sky claims the first victory, blocking 
Jello’s shot and knocking him to the ground; Sky’s second victory 
is over Twin, who also falls victim to the counselor’s aggressive 
fouls. Twin, however, calls Sky on his illegal moves, only to have 
his now confident opponent call him a “loser” (15). 

Twin’s response to the label is pivotal to the play’s discourse 
coherence and ensuing action. It signals the end of the first cycle 
of sociopersonal dialogue. Out of fear that others just might view 
him as a loser—and that he might think of himself as one—Twin 
turns the tables on Sky by returning to the topic of employment. 
According to Twin’s defense, no one is a loser who “works” (15); 
a real loser is not the man who fails to make a basket or to block a 
shot, but rather the man who is financially insecure. “More power 
to you,” Sky replies, as he underscores Twin’s vulnerability in the 
face of blurred differences between “breadwinning capabilities” 
(16) and winning at hoops. All three men are engaged in power 
plays that challenge their self-worth and self-identity, yet they re- 
sist moving beyond a sociopersonal level of dialogue. They are still 
content to attack each other through their talk about jobs and per- 
formances on the court. Jello finds himself mediating rising ten- 
sions between Sky and Twin. But when the job talk and basketball 
play get too close to troubling, intimate issues, the trio retreats back 
to the topic of absent women. 

Lamont’s men reconnect with one another in their heterosexual 
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power over the female Other. They do so throughout act 1 to avoid 
the most threatening level of communication, personal dialogue, 
which demands that each man declare his identity, his “otherness,” 
as the decisive step toward self-definition. The second cycle of 
sociopersonal dialogue begins, therefore, immediately after the 
completed first cycle. The men talk about absent women, then re- 
turn to the topic of employment—this time, Jello presses Twin to 
discuss his salary and rejection of promotion—and finally, another 
face-off on the basketball court (Sky, again, is the winner over 
Twin). These cycles shape the discourse coherence of act 1. The 
final cycle, however, propels the communication into another dy- 
namic level. In doing so, the cycle foreshadows a unique correla- 
tion between content and form in a male-cast play, which material- 
izes in the thematics and structure of act 2. 

Still focused on absent women, the trio recalls the 1960s and 
1970s, when the “political manifesto” expected African American 
men to reject the “ole nasty white woman” as a “symbol of Western 
decadence and beeeeee-u-tay” (25, 24). As a result, African Ameri- 
can “brothers” lay macho claim to an exploitative kind of intimacy 
with their “sisters” (25) of the kind analyzed by Michele Wallace, 
all in the name of Black Power. But the Reagan years, with their 
racist, sexist elitism, submerge human rights in favor of white capi- 
talist enterprise and affluence. The result for Africian American 
men is to become the object of hate, to become an essential “other”: 


Sky: Nowadays...white women hate us. 
Jello: Sisters hate us! 
Twin: Talk is: we hate us! 
Sky: Talk is: everybody hate us! 
(25) 


But the trio’s reading of history, as well as their grappling with 
personal bitterness, finds a scapegoat outside of themselves: 


Sky: Let me recite human betterments achieved from the 
black revolutionary movement....[A]nd least we for- 
get—[Pauses.] we got your feminism! 

Jello: [Ancient black sage]: “Feminism”! Why, reason broth- 
ers can’t get no jobs now is feminism. Affirmative ac- 
tion spelled sideways is feminism.... [Grabs crotch.] I 
sez: time to spread some this here “masculism” smack 
dab into that femmy-nism! 

(26) 
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Unwilling to accept feminism as the reason African American 
male’s class struggle was derailed, Twin reaffirms that he “paid his 
dues” in the white work world and now “want[s] [his] money’s 
worth” (26). For Twin, the black revolutionary movement deterio- 
rated because the strategies of its grassroots organizations—he cites 
the Urban League, the Black Caucus, and the NAACP—failed to 
reorder the white system and redistribute its power base (27). Twin 
no longer believes that change will occur; any attempts to work 
within the system for African American rights and power are 
doomed. Sky, on the other hand, firmly believes that racially 
identified groups “are still in the game,” a sign that better days are 
still ahead for African Americans who work from within the system 
in order to dismantle it. 

Anticipating the characters’ extended engagement of personal 
dialogue (now seething below the surface of their sociopersonal 
dialogue), an agitated Twin names race and gender codings as the 
persistent frame that threatens to marginalize the men doubly. 
While his remarks echo the DuBoisian description of the African 
American’s “double consciousness” (3—4), his word choice also 
heightens the significance of gender codings as applied to Ameri- 
can men: “I deal with truth,” Twin claims. “We living a double 
hustle....Be a black man, then a man” (27). But Sky rejects this 
position. Hoping to deflect the mounting tension between the as- 
similationist and nationalist, Jello tries to get the two men to play 
basketball. Yet their physical competition only extends their verbal 
battle. Somewhere, somehow, each man wants to win something, 
and if he fails through talk, then he will try physical challenge. 
Anxious to assert his claim to manhood in front of his racial like- 
nesses, Sky does his “man-thing” (28)—he bets Twin that he can 
sink five consecutive baskets. Sky is confident that his “system,” 
at least on the court, will work (29). But it does not, and Twin 
secures the ball. 

Refusing to give the ball to Sky (who has just failed to shoot 
his way into momentary manhood), Twin capitalizes on the sym- 
bolic resonance of his friend’s unimpressive athletic display to ex- 
press the deeper rage he feels as an African American male: “When 
do we become real men on this planet?” (29). Twin is angry that 
his two friends do not share his outrage at the failed revolution, a 
failure that signaled the African American males’ return to 
“Chuckie’s” world and rules. Paradoxically, Twin is more immedi- 
ately dependent upon the white system than either Sky or Jello. 
His rage, therefore, while directed at his friends, is actually di- 
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rected at himself. Unconscious at this point, however, that self- 
hatred motivates his feelings, Twin displaces his emotions onto Sky 
in a tirade of verbal abuse. This ignites a brutal phase of uncoopera- 
tive communication as the men verbally and then physically as- 
sault one another. Racist, misogynistic, and homophobic references 
characterize the escalation in the men’s emasculating, uncoopera- 
tive exchange: 


Twin: Let me read you what your problem is, he-man.... 
You think you still black. I think you a pussy. 

Sky: Wifey done pussywhipped your brain as well as your 
dick. ... 

Twin: Your shit’s a fake, man! It don’t count for noth- 
ing! ... You been raped Sky! Swallowed alla Chuckie’s 
program! [Throws ball hard at Sky.] Just a dickless, 
black eunuch with your cheeks spread all open! [Sky 
moves to Twin. Jello restrains him, moves him back 
as Twin advances.] 

Sky: You a big punk, gettin’ humped in your face—gaggin’ 
on it. Bet precious wifey don’t never gag—she sucks 
down hard, don’t she? 

Twin: Let him go—I’ma give it to him real sweet! [Pulls 
shorts down.] C’mon daddy, spread ’em for me—open 
your black ass and take it! Take it all bitch! 

(30-31) 


Chaos ensues. Sky attacks Twin and punches are thrown among the 
trio. “Quickly, the fight turns more to wrestling than boxing” amid 
a “flurry of movement” (31). (Ideologies of gender traverse race and 
class structures, argues Robert Staples, when the social codings of 
masculinity decisively contribute to the construction of men’s iden- 
tity [7~35]. For this reason, most men—and black men, in particu- 
lar, proposes Kobena Mercer [via Staples’s argument]—not only 
internalize “patriarchal definitions of male power as brute force” 
but, by doing so, they perpetuate “the patriarchal legitimation of 
male violence” [Mercer and Julien, 116, 117]).22 The act ends with 
the three sprawled on the court, breathing heavily, and then falling 
into silence. 

Act 1 mirrors without deviation the progression of discourse 
coherence, from social (or sociopersonal) dialogue to violence, that 
structures the paradigmatic male-cast plays in this study. As deter- 
mined by the semiotic codings that characterize the dramaturgy of 
the realist male-cast play, act 2, then, is distinguished by its reli- 
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ance upon personal dialogue. Indeed, after their explosion of vio- 
lence followed by extended silence, the men talk again soon after 
the opening of act 2. Their momentary social dialogue, however, 
quickly transforms into confrontive, personally challenging interac- 
tion. And their first topic? To talk about the violence that just 
occurred. “It was hostile, to be sure,” remarks Twin. Sky con- 
cludes, “It builds up, what can you say. Leave it at that” (33). Sky’s 
comment is a direct analogue to the semiotic system of communica- 
tion among men: just as the men’s behavior builds up to a violent 
eruption, so the discourse coherence in male-cast plays builds up 
to violence after social dialogue is exhausted. “What can you say” 
Sky asks, when verbal communication collapses? You can say noth- 
ing. For Lamont’s characters, as for most men in the male-cast 
canon, physical violence fills in the space and action when words 
disappear. Sky later remarks, “Started to stew, happen to anybody” 
(46). Yes, violence does happen often according to the canon’s 
dramaturgical conventions of discourse coherence. But his observa- 
tion cannot be universally applied; surely other masculinities exist 
in which violence is not a defining feature or an approved choice. 
There is a gap between realist drama and the lived experience it 
purports to mimic. 

Since it adheres to the neoclassic unities, Lamont’s full-length 
play stands as a seamless example of the progression of discourse 
coherence in American male-cast drama. If its representation of 
men among themselves in act 1 remains conventional, in act 2 
Lamont creates an unusual correlation between content and form, 
one that materializes, paradoxically, in the name of feminism and 
the structures of feminist discourse. 

“There is no real love for women in this play,” Abiola Sinclair 
suggests (30). Yet, men’s love for women is a complicated issue in 
Lamont’s drama. It resists black-and-white readings, as it were, es- 
pecially when it comes to the assessment of what is or is not 
authentic in the world of the play. The men do know, however, 
that their hostility toward one another is real. And they also know 
that women often confront their anger differently than do men. 
Rather than resorting to violence, “the ladies handle [hostility] 
quite the reverse,” Jello mockingly comments. “They have—that— 
goddamn—feminism” (34). 


Twin: The ladies, my good men, sit down and let all that 


“sisterhood” pour out like some grand spiritual— 
“upchuck.” 
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Jello: And we've just seen how the brotherhood operates. At 
least feminism has mystique. Masculism is— 

Sky: Masculism is nothing but an e-rect penis. Period. 

Twin: The ladies may go about it funny. But they do go about 
it. 

Jello: Maybe it’s their lot in life. 

Sky: Think so? 

Twin: Maybe it’s ours. 

(34) 


Here, early in act 2, the men begin to talk more seriously about 
women. While their love for women remains problematic and un- 
spoken, Lamont’s characters appear, in spite of their persistent ma- 
cho posturing, to respect women’s relationships among themselves. 
Rarely do men in male-cast plays speak even slightly admiringly 
of women’s communications. Twin’s observation that women “do 
go about it,” therefore, is uncommon for two reasons. First, the 
remark appears to recognize that men may have something to learn 
from the alternative choices, encouraged by feminism, which most 
women allegedly exercise when faced with conflict; and second, a 
man articulates this position while in the company of other men 
and it goes unchallenged by the listeners. From this point on, the 
dialogue in He-Man Ball is essentially personal talk. Without iden- 
tifying this dynamic of conversation as one that feminism encour- 
ages among people, the men nonetheless proceed to engage it. The 
men’s self-disclosure, for the sake of empowerment through indi- 
vidualization, is, in fact, condoned by feminism. It is not a tradi- 
tional masculinist action. Nor is the moment of its feminist leaning 
wholly unlike the stimulating effect that gay men have on personal 
confession in such plays as Streamers, A Quiet End, and Family 
Business; in this regard, feminism parallels homosexuality as a 
stimulus of self-disclosing dialogue. Here, thematics and language 
converge. Yet at critical junctures through the rest of the play, the 
men retreat into very Male, nonfeminist actions, only to return to 
personal dialogue. 

Two cycles of communicative dynamics occur in act 2. In the 
first, Jello and Twin confront one another with a frankness rare for 
male characters. “I try and communicate,” Jello tells his friend, 
who refuses to respond to Jello’s work, creative writing; “I need to 
be thought of” (36). Jello confronts Twin with his persistent ab- 
sence in Jello’s creative life, after which Twin chastises his friend 
generally for his lack of steady employment, and specifically for his 
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arrogant unwillingness to engage the politics of publishing. “I have 
value and substance in my life, dammit! But if I tried to put all of 
that in front of your face,” Jello challenges, “you wouldn’t know 
how to handle me! Not at close range!” Addressing one of the 
play’s major thematics—man’s desire, yet often eventual failure, to 
connect personally—Jello bravely questions Twin, “You ever ex- 
press any interest of a personal nature?” (37). Frustrated at his 
inability to reach Twin through the power of personal dialogue, 
Jello projects his anger onto a one-on-one basketball challenge 
against Sky. 

Jello now joins Sky and Twin as an instigator of physical vio- 
lence; he becomes one of the boys. Upset that neither buddy desires 
to “reach for [him]....reach in and pull [him] the fuck ouf!” (39), 
Jello plays out his frustration. He flattens Sky when the latter 
shoots, prompting both to throw punches. Sky injures his ankle, 
whereupon he expresses his desire for revenge in homophobic 
terms: “Lemme hit that simple faggot!” Jello remains at the center 
of the storm, however, in his fury that his friends refuse to take him 
seriously. “You can’t be one of the brothers and get where you 
want to go,” Twin ominously concludes, as he repeats, again, what 
Jello calls Twin’s “bourgeois rap” (41). According to Twin, a man 
of color cannot embrace his difference and still succeed within the 
system of white patriarchal power. Jello is troubled, nonetheless, 
that his buddies refuse to acknowledge a power that resides within 
each of them—despite their racial positioning in the dominant cul- 
ture—if they respect their individual differences. But Jello himself 
has yet to be generous toward the other men in his estimation of 
their choices and needs. He reserves his understanding (if he is to 
extend it at all) until he confronts Twin with his own dishonesty. 
Twin has yet to address why he turned down a job promotion. 
“[W]ere you ever going to tell us the truth?” Jello menacingly in- 
quires (41). Twin’s personal dialogue completes the first round of 
communicative dynamics (personal talk, violence, personal talk) 
in act 2. 

Lamont’s men know that a precious price is paid each time 
they fragment their identities into racial, class, or gender features. 
Loyalty to one’s race surfaces again as a topic when Jello exposes 
the facts of Twin’s recent, disturbing “business” (43): Twin not 
only turned down a promotion and raise, he supported a white 
employee over another African American as a replacement candi- 
date. Reminiscent of black-on-black racism in Charles Fuller’s A 
Soldier’s Play, Twin judges harshly his fellow African American: 
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“He wanted to bring his street-corner act into my territory, he was 
raggedy.” What Twin really wants to discuss are his own needs as 
an African American struggling in a white world. Jello’s badgering 
eventually breaks down the barriers that Twin has constructed to 
protect himself. “They sucked all the black out of me,” Twin ex- 
plodes. “It gets tired being ‘representative’ of my goddamn race all 
day long!” (44). Twin is exhausted by the “double hustle” of strug- 
gling to “[b]e a black man, then a man” (27). He fears that he is 
token, a well-paid “slave...[who] bit into the whole apple pie” 
(43). He anticipates, yet fears, that his inner “system” for survival 
is doomed to an early “death” (44). Twin screams in recognition 
that he is a black man struggling, as does any man of color in 
America, to succeed within, yet against, a formidable racist system 
whose homogeneous construction of whiteness depends upon ra- 
cial erasure. In the business of America, the “other” must mimic 
the (white) subject; the “other” must perform sameness. Yet, as 
traumatic as it is for him, Twin bears his personal truth before his 
friends. He takes responsibility for his feelings and for their articu- 
lation. His talk ushers in what will become the final cycle of the 
men’s personal interaction, one that moves from issues of racial 
identity to the struggles generated by gender constructions. 

Before engaging this last communicative cycle, the trio ex- 
hausts itself with wild basketball antics reminiscent of “Globetrot- 
ter” play (45). The role each adopts in relation to his friends is 
mirrored in his role on the basketball court: Sky “love[s] to leap” 
regardless if his moves are offensive or defensive; Twin, a defensive 
man, loves to “block shots”; and Jello, an offensive “runn[er],” 
yearns “to feel the wind in [his] face.” These men—who live and 
dream to leap, block, and run—suspect that they have lost not only 
the “fun” that their physical play once had for them (46), but also 
the security and authority (as well as mindlessness) of the nonjudg- 
mental homosocial bonding they once shared. After all, Jello and 
Twin have just challeged each other through talk in an unusually 
confrontational manner for two straight males. Each man fears the 
consequences of his self-disclosing dialogue because such expres- 
sions have yet to be viewed as sources of empowerment. Each man 
fears that he may embody, and therefore represent, a failed black 
man as well as a failed Man. 

Jello, acting as the conscience of the trio, now provokes the 
final revelations of the men’s talk toward Sky. Not one of the 
friends is free this particular day from self-examination and truth 
telling. Only if they express their inner selves to one another, trans- 
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gressing the boundaries of the gendered male persona, do the men 
have choice to self-identify. Sky remains so aggressively well de- 
fended that his “manhood got everybody beat” (39). Jello tempts 
Sky, however, to “take the gloves off,” to be less competitive and 
“Rigid! Rigid! Rigid!” (46, 47). Sky is the most politically black- 
identified male in the play and also the most rigid in his masculin- 
ity; Wallace remarks that black macho and black nationalist strug- 
gles “automatically ...devalue the contributions of women, as well 
as gays or anybody else who doesn’t fit the profile of the noble 
warrior” (xx). Sky is determined to link his blackness to his mascu- 
linity at all costs. As Isaac Julien notes, for the “black masculinist, 
hard representation is what’s important in articulating polemics 
against racism and institutionalized racism. But if we’re actually 
trying to create a discussion among ourselves or trying to show 
another kind of representation, it’s important to portray the kind 
of construction of black masculinity that is something very fragile 
and vulnerable” (hooks and Julien 1991, 177). 

An unrelenting battle of personal dialogue ensues, nonetheless, 
as each man again confronts the dynamics of his race and gender 
codings in relation to his choice of employment. A man’s choice 
of work, in Lamont’s play, is the dominant sign of who the man is. 
It must be reinscribed because of “the bourgeois myth that a man’s 
value is determined by his job” (Gaffney). In this last communica- 
tive cycle, the characters penetrate below that choice to reveal 
deeper truths about their identities. In the play’s closing moments, 
each character becomes more than the sum total of his socially 
encoded job. 

After Jello criticizes him for “perpetuating this civil-rights 
fraud” at his agency, Sky condemns Jello for self-indulgent writing 
that has “nothing to say to black folk” (48). “You could never tell 
me this, could you?” the writer challenges his friend. Again, Jello 
voices the need for candid interaction if these men are to face their 
fears and move on toward personal growth and, quite possibly, 
meaningful social contribution. “You don’t have to like [my work],” 
Jello clarifies. “Just respect it!” This plea for respect is pivotal in 
diminishing the frustration that each man feels. Each one inwardly 
desires the respect of his peers, respect that appreciates the value 
of individualization, or the difference within. Accordingly, each 
man attacks “man-to-man” the others’ most vulnerable spot—the 
spot most in need of respect. Not surprisingly, it involves absent 
women, the recurring topic that precedes men’s uncensored expres- 
sion of personal feelings. 
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Quick to divert attention from himself, Sky expresses his dis- 
dain for Twin’s marital choice, “some Jew-ey JAP princess” who 
“took all the male outta [Twin’s] system” (48, 49). Race and gender 
again converge through the transference of the men’s personal feel- 
ings onto the absent woman. Implying that Twin’s marriage only 
heightens his capitulation to the codes of the white system, Sky 
suggests that Twin turned down the promotion because he was 
unable to manifest “the only truth in this life’—to “hold onto [his] 
balls” (49). To Sky, Twin is in an emasculating relationship with a 
castrating white “Jew babe”; he insists on linking race and gender 
expectations in his attack. Although Sky browbeats Twin with ac- 
cusations of racial disloyalty, and then (hetero)sexual failure, Twin 
staunchly defends his choices as his own. “Caught with the truth,” 
Twin admits that he “didn’t want the embarrassment” associated 
with his being the “representative” African American in an other- 
wise humiliating situation. Sky insists that Twin refused because 
he thought he could not do the job, that he did not have the “balls” 
to accept the challenge. Twin, however, forcefully claims that he 
chose not to accept the promotion, and that choice implies that he 
is not committed to a repressive, depersonalized frame of male 
achievement. In this interaction, Twin reveals that he is still adjust- 
ing to thinking about and accepting himself outside the codings 
inherent in the dominant male ethos. Despite Sky’s adamant appeal 
to Twin’s allegiance to such codes, Twin freely chooses to articu- 
late his desire to disengage from them. While he does so with 
hesitation and concern for his future, he nonetheless takes a deci- 
sive action against the gender expectations in American culture. 

During Sky’s inquisition, Jello “paces around the court” (49), 
a repetitive movement that recalls Jerry’s activity around the bench 
in The Zoo Story. As with Albee’s deeply troubled character, who 
verbally explodes once he perceives that he is misunderstood, Jello 
responds to Sky’s self-confident grilling of Twin. Sky, after all, 
skirted by Jello’s earlier efforts to understand Sky’s competitive- 
ness, his tension, and his anger—feelings that now can be seen to 
degrade the trio’s interaction. I quote at length to illustrate the 
rapid shift as the characters move from issues of race and gender 
to issues of gender and sex—all by way of the absent woman. Mi- 
sogynistic and homophobic references are frequent, along with an 
appeal to a sense of violence and hypermasculinity: 


Jello: [Moves into Sky’s face.] You tense, Sky. [Pauses.] Tense 
*cause I’m this close to where our sex hangs, ’cause I’m 
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getting inside your sex, man. I am climbing all the way 
inside where you live and where you breathe....I’ve 
been talking to your ladies, Sky. 

Sky: That’s your jag, ain’t it lover-man? They tell you some- 
thing juicy. I’m a fag. Got AIDS. My dick small— 

Jello: No you hundred percent man, all right. They told me 
how you do it to ’em, Sky. How you always so ruff and 
ready. ... Same way you are with your ho’s you are with 
us—pounding away—pounding—them—us doesn’t mat- 
ter to you. 

Sky: Catty bitch mutha— 

Jello: Wanna pump your manhood into everybody—don’t 
know how to be easy, do you?! 

Sky: Somebody need to pump some into you, missy!... 

Jello: Your ladies told me how you hit it! All the time—hard! 
Harder! ... {Slams his fist into his palm, over and over, 
voice breaking.) This you—a dick with no brains—no 
feel—no touch! 

(50-51) 


Jello confronts Sky with the ungenuineness of their male rela- 
tionship, as well as with his lack of connection to women. This 
link between problematic homosocial behavior and misogynistic 
attitude and conduct is striking. Here, the quality of the interaction, 
as influenced by Sky’s behavior, is considered to be no more mean- 
ingful than are Sky’s encounters with his “ho’s.” Jello names “feel” 
and “touch” as the emotions and gestures missing from the men’s 
interaction—their inability to feel anything deeply toward the 
other, their resistance to touch truly one another’s lives. Each of the 
men, Jello suggests, is merely an object to be used, abused, and 
discarded by other men, all in the name of a coded, color-blind 
manhood. 

Jello implicitly validates feeling and touching in the establish- 
ment of any meaningful relationship. Nonetheless, he identifies 
male-male interaction as the site where men’s characters, their 
senses of identity, are most clearly defined. Accordingly, men’s 
characters can alter radically, and more truthfully, if men are avail- 
able to change—or to express their difference within—while in the 
company of other men. Lamont’s play suggests, therefore, that the 
dynamics men share among themselves foreshadow and influence 
their dynamics with women. Men who abuse men will surely abuse 
women in comparable ways. 
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“What’s it take for you to get it!” Jello asks Sky, after the two 
men once again physically attack each other (51). The interplay 
between taunting, physical violence, and the outpouring of a man’s 
repressed, intense emotions is vivid. At this fever pitch, the per- 
sonal dialogue is entirely focused on the individuals’ inner lives. 
They no longer refer to absent women as a topic through which to 
talk indirectly about themselves. They are finally at the raw, unpro- 
tected core of their beings. Jello solidifies this communicative dy- 
namic by boldly, directly demanding, “LOOK-—-AT—ME—MAM” 
(52), to which Sky responds by spitting at Jello. Again, a longer 
quotation preserves the rhythm of the final confrontation of the 
play, one that crescendos to verbal and emotional heights rarely 
dramatized when straight, sober, noninstitutionalized men are 
among themselves. Through language, Jello strikes back at the gen- 
der construction of maleness that operates unrelentingly to keep 
the men from experiencing their individualizations, their differ- 
ences within: 


Jello: LOOK—AT—ME! [Face to face.] It’s fear! fear! It’s in 
you, it’s in Twin, it’s in me! [He, too, near tears, ex- 
plodes.| GOD DAMN THE WHOLE—FUCKIN’— 
WORLD—JESUS, IT’S IN ME! 

Sky: Yeah, it’s in you—it’s in him—the both of you lost it! 
Not Sky. Sky kept his manhood! 

Twin: [Grabs him by the throat.] FUCK YOUR FUCKIN’ MAN- 
HOOD, LOOK—AT—US! [Sky tosses Twin aside, 
stands atop him. Twin makes to struggle, Sky keeps 
him down.] 

Sky: You wish you remembered what manhood was! Jew 
babe throw you on the bed, spread your legs, don’t she! 
Y’all got so integrated you forgot manhood is all we got 
left!...SKY HUNG TOUGH! SKY IS SOLID! [Sky pulls 
back for a haymaker punch, all cry out, one after an- 
other, Jello’s cry crescendoes.| SKY IS SOLID! 

Twin: LOOK AT US! 

Jello: WE’RE AFRAID! [He breaks away.] 

Sky: [Haymaker frozen in place.] I-DON’T—BREAK! 

Jello: WE ARE—AFRAID! [Pause. Sky now overcome, bra- 
vado lost.] 

Sky: [Speaks through sobs.| Sky—don’t—[Whispers.] Sky.... 
[Sky breaks. Bends to his knees in tears.] 

(52) 
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The silencing of language leads to tears. Jello has reached into 
himself, as well as into the others, to “pull out” their fear (51). Each 
man is overwhelmed, silenced, and humbled. He releases, in effect, 
the lies of manhood in favor of the realities of individualization. 
Recalling the stages of the hero’s journey in classical tragedy, the 
men purge themselves after their recognition of truth, of a knowl- 
edge deeper than they had previously imagined. Amid the men’s 
“huddled” mass (53), Rogoff rightly points out, “one of those rare 
theatrical moments when idea and gesture become one” transpires 
(1987, 126). Jello offers a wet cloth to Sky, only to have Sky knock 
it away. “Jello retrieves cloth, offers it again. Sky takes no notice. 
Jello presses it to the back of Sky’s neck. Sky makes to knock it 
away, instead looks at Jello” (53).28 

After this ritualistic, baptismal moment when the wet cloth 
passes among themselves, the men verbally acknowledge that their 
strategy for survival has “gotta be different” than what they have 
recently, and always, enacted (53). They enliven and commit to an 
atypical male presence. This type of representation is, according 
to Julien, the most threatening for contemporary spectators: it in- 
vites the audience to “look in a different way” (hooks and Julien 
1991, 177). Embedded in the extension and acceptance of Jello’s 
simple gesture is one of the play’s profound images and messages. 
“It’s painful to open oneself up to feelings,” Keith Antar Mason 
notes. “It’s even more frightening to communicate them to some- 
one” (qtd. in Breslauer). Men who can extend comfort to and re- 
ceive comfort from other men not only diminish the power of fear 
in their lives but replace that fear with an understanding of the 
human need for connection, compassion, and support. Individual 
empowerment aligned with self-realization resides in such under- 
standing. Unconnected to other men, man, in his isolation, suffers 
deadening fear. Connected, man can more effectively defy, if not 
overcome, his fears because he knows that he is loved and sup- 
ported by a community. Lamont’s men come to understand this 
“game plan” for survival as they act upon their knowledge through 
both deed and words: “In here. Us,” Jello wisely councils, motion- 
ing to the trio. “Here on out... let’s be some human muthafuckas, 
OK?” (53). 

In That Serious He-Man Ball, a man’s differences distinguish 
him from all others in whose image he thinks to see himself—in 
whose image he presumably shares sameness. Lamont’s men fight 
and verbally beat themselves to reach the center of their souls. 
They turn inward to return outward again to the world beyond 
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their immediate interaction with a redefined sense of community 
and personal identities. Such journeys occur in precious few male- 
cast plays. In Lamont’s drama, three men are “hangin’” with one 
another (54), despite their profound disappointment, in hopes of 
bettering their lives as friends, brothers, lovers, husbands, sons, 
fathers, workers—as humans. “We humanize what is going on in 
the world and in ourselves by speaking of it,” Hannah Arendt re- 
minds us, “and in the course of speaking of it we learn to be 
human” (25). Like Miguel Pifiero, David Rabe, Robin Swados, 
Philip Kan Gotanda, Dick Goldberg, and David Mamet, Alonzo 
Lamont presents men whose dynamic interaction works toward 
dismantling the coded myth, the semiotic of maleness, that men 
among themselves have nothing important—nothing of personal 
value—to say to one another. 

Other American men who are committed to individualization 
amid human interaction await the dramatic representation of their 
lives. There are other diverse portraits of men’s lives to be repre- 
sented in the American male-cast canon, multiple subjectivities 
that defy the conventional, undynamic representation of men that 
has dominated the realist canon for a century. Some of these alter- 
native masculinities are beginning to reach the stage and the pub- 
lished page. One hopes that the liberation of the dramatic imagina- 
tion in respect to realist male-cast plays is an achievement of this 
century. Should this occur, then surely new models for the repre- 
sentation of men among men will greet us—as well as challenge 
us—in twenty-first-century American drama. 
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Race, sexual orientation, and gender intersect at the thematic core 
of male-cast plays. Since the overwhelming majority of published 
realist male-cast plays are white authored and white cast, race has 
rarely been an explicit issue in the canon for much of this century. 
Quite simply, white men among themselves represent racial privi- 
lege in American culture; their skin color does not set them up as 
“other” men, therefore race is not one of the features that limits 
their access to cultural power. What does influence a white man’s 
access to power, however, is his affinity to the gender-coded mas- 
culine ethos. For this reason, the character who is not heterosexual 
represents the most extreme male “other” to inhabit a white male- 
cast play. At this point in the history of representation in the 
American male-cast drama, a white character’s sexual orientation, 
his relationship to nontraditional masculinities, and to a lesser ex- 
tent his class, inform the social and personal tensions in the dra- 
matic dialogue of white men. 

In the dramatic representation of men among themselves, char- 
acters privilege specific topics as they move from social to personal 
dialogue. Across the century, men’s topics within personal dia- 
logue are consistent: they privilege gender difference as the most 
deeply provocative topic, more so than race or class. The majority 
of published male-cast plays, regardless of their racial composition, 
indicate, therefore, that men who discuss race and class will even- 
tually progress to gender if their dialogue exhausts the former two 
topics. They approach gender from the perspective of their own 
“difference” in the social construction of male gender, confronting 
the possible existence of their own difference within. 

These observations are drawn from the published canon of 
predominantly white male-cast plays. Any comprehensive theoreti- 
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cal positions, therefore, must remain qualified because minority 
plays are underrepresented. As Valerie Smith correctly suggests, 
“Textually grounded future work needs to be done...on the way 
constructions of masculinity affect the experience of race, and the 
way that connection is represented in literature” (1989, 68). None- 
theless, most minority realist plays that are published appear 
finally to privilege gender issues when the casts are men of the 
same race. 

Over the last ten to fifteen years, however, several interracial 
male-cast plays have been produced (a few have also been pub- 
lished) that privilege racial issues. Even more recent, and equally 
significant in terms of diversification within the canon, is the ap- 
pearance of the interracial drama not set in confining institutions. 
Consider, for example, Kevin Heelan’s Distant Fires, the 1986 win- 
ner of the Dramatist Guild/CBS, Inc., New Plays Competition, 
which had its New York premiere in October 1991. Set in the 
present on the upper floor of a Maryland building-construction site, 
Distant Fires focuses on a five-man crew of Anglo and African 
American cement layers who come face to face with the intersec- 
tion of racial and gender tensions when a black man and a white 
man are pitted against one another for a job promotion. 

Foos, a volatile African American crew member, speaks graphi- 
cally and eloquently about racism in Distant Fires. His drunken 
monologue at the end of act 1 is particularly poignant in its depic- 
tion of the oppression that the African American man suffers under 
the authoritative charge of white America. While listening to Foos’s 
narrative, one is reminded of Frederick Douglass’s description in 
his Narrative of his feelings regarding the pivotal, physical battle 
with his white master, Mr. Covey: “You have seen how a man was 
made a slave,” Douglass reminds his reader, “you shall see how a 
slave was made a man.... This battle... revived within me a sense 
of my own manhood” (97, 104). After physically beating Mr. Covey, 
Douglass is never again whipped in his life. Only upon taking vio- 
lent physical action against his oppressor does Douglass “free” his 
male identity; he can finally manifest a long desired self-confidence 
in his manhood. While his skin color remains the sole determinant 
of his oppression as a slave-object-“other” in a racist culture, 
Douglass’s gendered identity as a man and subject appears to tran- 
scend such a culture—or at least to coexist with it—as it allows him 
to take on the valued identification of Man within a sexist, gender- 
coded culture.! While neither Foos’s talk nor the dramatized the- 


250 


BEYOND POWER PLAYS 


matics of Distant Fires explicitly engages the slave/man duality 
that was Douglass’s sense of self, characters of color may nonethe- 
less experience the object/subject crisis at the volatile intersection 
of race and gender-sex. Based upon my findings from the published 
canon, I suggest that gender codings may well underlie the dis- 
course coherence in noninstitutional plays, like Distant Fires, that 
are interracial in their dramatis personae. This certainly appears to 
be the case for all remaining published male-cast plays that fall 
outside of this criterion. Only the examination of a considerable 
number of yet-to-be produced or published interracial male-cast 
plays, however, can provide documented evidence to substantiate 
such a claim. 

White authors, in general, continue to ignore race issues when 
writing male-cast plays. Furthermore, white authors—Heelan ex- 
cluded—rarely write interracial-cast plays set in nonconfining insti- 
tutions, let alone plays cast exclusively for men of color. For this 
reason, the relatively few published plays written by people of 
color for men of color become, unfairly, the representative works 
of their particular racial community. It is a kind of critical token- 
ism, by default, in American theater. Whether intended or not to 
be works dealing primarily with racial issues, these plays nonethe- 
less are filtered first through the lens of race. As Suzan-Lori Parks 
comments on the dominant culture’s tendency to enclose minority 
writers into “little circles of possibilities”: “I really get a little ill 
when people use only my African-Americanness to talk about my 
plays. For instance, lots of people try to look at my work solely in 
terms of racism. There’s a whole other thing going on that they 
don’t see—that they refuse to see” (37). 

Recent male-cast plays by people of color also indicate that 
characters’ gender identifications—that is, what it means to the 
males to be Men in America—dynamically intersect and often col- 
lide with their racial identifications. More often than not, however, 
the discourse coherence in these plays indicates that while race 
may be the dominant topic in men’s personal dialogue, it eventu- 
ally yields to issues of gender before talk terminates. Although the 
dramatic feature of gender identity characterizes much of the male 
representation written by white authors, this does not mean that 
minority plays that also deal with gender issues are capitulating to 
or assimilating white issues (that is, that gender identity is some- 
how only of concern to white culture). Nor does this observation— 
nor for that matter, do any of this study’s findings—suggest an 
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insensitivity to those authors who are “committed to resisting 
politics of domination” embedded in racism and sexism, as dis- 
cussed by critic bell hooks, a resistance that must “not promote 
an either/or competition between the oppressive systems” (1990, 
64). Rather, the semiotic of maleness in the male-cast canon reveals 
that regardless of the authors’ individual, distinguishing fea- 
tures, playwrights consistently dramatize a sequential relationship 
among the intersecting topics of race, sexism, and gender when 
men speak. 

While they may not be intended by the authors as representa- 
tive minority dramas, Gotanda’s Yankee Dawg You Die and 
Lamont’s That Serious He-Man Ball are written by men of color and 
are to be cast exclusively with nonwhite actors. Each play drama- 
tizes men of color who engage personal dialogue in an effort to 
better understand their inner, raging tensions between their private 
and public self’s racial and gender identifications. These plays are 
the progeny of such earlier (albeit multiracial-cast) dramas as 
Baraka’s The Toilet, Pifiero’s Short Eyes, and Rabe’s Streamers, 
which share similar race and gender thematics. Just as Twin ex- 
presses in That Serious He-Man Ball sentiments not unlike those 
of abolitionist Douglass—“Be a black man, then a man” (27)—most 
characters of color in published plays experience themselves, and 
speak of themselves, in a similar fashion: first as racial beings, then 
as gendered beings. In realist male-cast plays, therefore, men speak 
of their identity through a linear construction that takes shape as 
the play’s discourse develops. For example, Twin’s naming of him- 
self only reinforces what this study suggests: that there is a relation- 
ship between realist dramatic structure and the male representation 
that is or can be created within that structure. Twin’s self-defini- 
tion—which is one of the split selves in the African American 
community of this play—distinguishes the intersection between 
race and gender that is presented throughout the canon as the pri- 
mary feature in men’s lives. It also suggests a sequencing of topics 
within men’s communicative interaction: first race, then gender. 
This pattern, one can argue, is driven by sexist ideology and prac- 
tice. Although bell hooks is addressing specifically the African 
American community with her remarks, they are nonetheless appli- 
cable to all men when one discusses representation in the male-cast 
canon: “Until black men can face the reality that sexism empowers 
them despite the impact of racism in their lives, it will be difficult 
to engage in meaningful dialogue about gender” (1990, 75). In an 
art-life crossover, the male-cast canon illuminates hooks’s insight: 
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the ongoing struggle when men are among themselves in drama is 
to “engage in meaningful dialogue about gender.” 


One of the intentions of this study is to locate in dramatic art those 
cultural phenomena that incorporate, if not outrightly interrogate, 
men’s gender issues: the women’s liberation movement, the Civil 
Rights and Black Power movements, gay liberation, and the mul- 
tiple incarnations of a men’s movement. Realist male-cast plays, in 
particular, offer different writers’ perspectives on the dynamics of 
men’s interaction. They provide an actual cultural artifact from 
which discussion about men’s lives can ensue. Male-cast plays can 
serve as a foundation for an ongoing public discourse about the 
impact of social change on men’s thinking and feelings. They can 
also stimulate a vital opportunity for one to imagine “other” repre- 
sentations of men—to imagine men’s cultural and personal differ- 
ences.” In this regard, drama returns to its original function, serving 
as a place for a community to come together to better understand 
its relationship to its individual members and to its world. Here, 
the role of the spectators is vital to the quality of the public dis- 
course fostered by the performance. Spectators provide the neces- 
sary link between the page, stage, and street in their reactions to 
dramatic renderings of male communication and interaction. They 
bring the experience of their private and public lives to bear on the 
dramatic story of American men. Their reactions and comments, if 
heard or recorded, can stimulate a circuit of interchange, of com- 
munication, that keeps the discourse on men’s lives immediate 
within the culture. In this way, the dynamic between life and art 
becomes unfixed and fluid, as public discourse on and about art 
(and vice versa) informs the collective consciousness—in this case, 
focused on gender issues. Herein lies a valuable interaction that 
spectators (and their diverse experiences) and the authors of realist 
male-cast plays have only begun to explore. The radical revisioning 
of language within the structure of realist drama—which the major- 
ity of critics speak of as a hopeless, fixed system, outdated in its 
sexist and racist premises—resides at the heart of such fluid, imagi- 
native interchanges. Just as cultural systems are altering, so, too, 
can realist dramatic systems that purport to capture society. Real- 
ism can be “politically effective,” as Dorinne Kondo argues, if it 
engages the “urgent project” of recognition of a diversity of sub- 
jects; these subjects, in turn, capture a more “authentic” relation- 
ship that can exist between life—including the “‘reality’ of mar- 
ginal peoples”—and its representation in art. 
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As has been demonstrated, the published male-cast canon pre- 
sents men who talk through social to personal dialogue (usually 
with varying degrees of violence occurring between the two) in 
order to individualize and decode their socially constructed gender 
identities. Accordingly, two prominent features of male-male inter- 
action come into focus, sometimes in actual terms (usually at the 
end of the play) but in any case always underneath the dramaturgy 
of male-cast plays. First, as a play’s discourse progresses during 
personal dialogue toward the topic of gender, the absent woman 
as Other resurfaces as a reference point. She is central to any defini- 
tion of the gender system and its codings. She is coded as “not 
male,” one who is Other than the idealized embodiment of the 
masculine ethos. 

But further on, as the male character begins to engage in per- 
sonal conversation when among men, his individualization marks 
him also as an “other,” as one who fails (or refuses) to embody the 
mythic ideal of maleness. For a man to self-identify, therefore, is 
to name himself as “other.” And in his otherness, the male charac- 
ter, at least by cultural definition, is read as a more femalelike 
presence. This “female” presence is embodied in the male character 
who distances himself from the dominant, impersonal masculine 
ethos and thereby becomes a facilitator of personal communication. 
In this regard, the second striking feature that not only underlies 
realist male-cast plays but in fact determines their structure via 
their discourse coherence, is an obligatory female-associated pres- 
ence. Examples of such a presence include Prentice in At the Club, 
Erie in Hughie, Juan in Short Eyes, all the men in A Quiet End, 
Bobby in Family Business, and Jello in That Serious He-Man Ball. 

In its most obvious manifestations, the “other” is apparent in 
four recognizable constructions: (1) in a character’s discussion of 
himself (often implicit within his talk) as not-Other or as dissimilar 
from the absent woman; (2) in his explicit reference to the absent 
woman, who is the coded Other; (3) in his engagement of (to the 
possible point of mimicking) the absent woman’s voice; or (4) in 
his individualized embodiment of the spirit of the female Other and 
her ethos through his personal refusal to embrace wholly the coded 
masculine ethos and its attendant mythologies. The potential 
authority of this “female” figure is so powerful that its absence or 
degree of presence is in fact the primary determinant of the success 
or failure (in Elamian and Gricean terms as outlined in the intro- 
duction) and quality of male characters’ communication. The more 
prominent the female-associated presence is in a male-cast play, 
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the more likely it is that male characters will engage in and sustain 
personal dialogue. 

If this gender polarity and its attendant social codings impact 
so substantially on the construction of realist male-cast plays—and 
in particular, on the characters’ discourse coherence—do they also 
influence the structure of realist mixed-cast and female-cast plays? 
Are gender codings a driving force behind the structuring of char- 
acters’ talk in all American realist drama? Since limited research 
has been done in the area of discourse analysis and gender codings, 
one can only speculate. Further research may reveal whether or 
not the presence of the “other” is, in fact, the underlying structural 
device in the entire canon of American realism. If this is so, then 
it is possible to consider an alternative theory of the construction 
of American dramatic realism based on gender codings. 

It is crucial to reiterate that if personal dialogue is thought of 
as “speech of otherness”—that is, talk that identifies the speaker 
as one who challenges the social construction of male identity— 
then a man who engages personal dialogue is necessarily vulner- 
able to a listener’s rejection of his position, particularly if the lis- 
tener adheres to the principles inherent in the masculine ethos. At 
this point, it is useful to recall the discussion of The Toilet (chap. 
2), in which racial issues come to exist on the edges of the play’s 
personal dialogue, while homophobia—and implicitly, misogyny— 
reside at the heart of the text. The critical clash over the meaning 
of The Toilet, over the author’s intentions, only heightens the play’s 
significance; no other male-cast play analyzed here has generated 
such extreme, impassioned readings from its critics. In and of itself, 
this diverse critical reaction lends support to the notion that, 
within the theoretical frame of this study, Baraka’s play epitomizes 
the (underlying) dramaturgy of twentieth-century American male- 
cast plays through its stark, heightened representation: whereas its 
development of discourse coherence is conventional, its full-blown 
dramatic exploration of the intersection of race, sexism, sexual ori- 
entation, and gender—the most volatile topics in men’s talk—re- 
veals, in a noninstitutional setting, the ongoing, conflicted state of 
American culture’s collective (un)conscious. 

When Baraka’s Karolis demands personal dialogue, when he 
individualizes himself in the presence of a group of males who are 
obsessed with maintaining the power allotted their masculine so- 
cial identities, he is persecuted for constructing a self through lan- 
guage that aligns him with the “other.” As imposed upon them by 
the construction of gender identity in American culture, men who 
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are vulnerable, whether emotionally, psychologically, or physi- 
cally, are labeled as less than the desired Man. In American popu- 
lar thinking, for a man to be weak and vulnerable is to categorize 
him as feminine, as an “other.” It is a homophobic and misogynis- 
tic perspective. The dramaturgical significance and social poi- 
gnancy of Baraka’s text, therefore, are that it reflects the specific 
thematic that underlies realism’s positioning and appropriation of 
the Other, and that it illuminates a prominent, intensely contested 
issue since modern feminism: America as a misogynistic culture. 
And in this gender-based circuit of cultural codings, women and 
homosexuals share the position of the coded Other. Thus, realist 
male-cast drama is essentially a misogynistic, homophobic canon. 
A male character’s conflict between social talk and personal talk, 
between violent action and nonviolent behavior, between a social 
role and individualization, is rooted in his attitude toward the 
Other, in his attitude toward women. The point is that traditional 
male-cast plays exist for the sole purpose of furnishing a very 
specific definition of maleness: in this kind of play, Men are 
defined as not-Woman. 


And so the American male-cast drama and the culture of which it 
is a part appear to be at a critical impasse. The plays continue to 
reinforce the notion that men among themselves, and in particular 
straight men among themselves, are unequivocally driven by so- 
cially constructed gender codings, that they are violent, that they 
are resistant to if not incapable of personal interaction, and that 
they are untouched by feminism. These features, I should add, sur- 
face in recent unpublished (yet produced) male-cast plays written 
by both men and women.‘ But while realist drama appears forth- 
right about its vision of men among themselves, American culture 
activates a less decisive—certainly more diversified—picture of 
men. It is a composite that outrightly rejects the determinist posi- 
tion that “all men are the same,” and more pointedly, that feminism 
has not had an impact on American men’s lives. 

To some, it may well be news that men among themselves in 
life have not spoken the same language for some time now. Cer- 
tainly, many men continue to engage in myth-driven talk and action. 
But many do not. For these men, feminism has provided encourage- 
ment to challenge the constraints of gender codings. In our society 
today, a man either supports antisexist ideology and practice or he 
does not. Yet, despite the clarity of this choice, men frequently sit 
on the sexist fence, weighing their feminist allegiances on an issue- 
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to-issue or relationship-to-relationship basis. Upon choosing (or not) 
the type of feminism he advocates (based on his awareness of the 
various and often conflicting kinds of feminism that are practiced), 
an American male establishes an identity that either does or does 
not align him with the traditional masculine ethos and its attendant 
mythologies. (A man’s relationship to feminism, of course, remains 
essentially different from a woman’s relationship; patriarchal power, 
after all, is male-centered power.) 

While the majority of men (may) appear unmoved by or resis- 
tant to feminist advances, many other men have heeded the femi- 
nist call to question socially constructed gender identities. Just as 
all women do not consider themselves feminists, so all men do not 
consider themselves antifeminists. Within such flexible, gendered 
spaces of identification, personal, communal, and cultural change 
reside. hooks, for instance, has forcefully argued for an alliance 
between the racially specific community of African American femi- 
nists and African American male supporters of feminism (1984, 
67-81; 1990, 65-77); it is to be hoped that such an alliance of 
women and men may occur in American culture at large. Feminism 
is certainly, as Michael Kimmel says, “the most important political 
ideology to challenge men’s power over women, and some men’s 
power over other men” (66). Changes brought about through femi- 
nist thinking and behaving will affect the diversity of representa- 
tions of men dramatized in male-cast plays.§ 

The male character who understands, who “gets” feminism to 
the point of its informing his self-identity, represents the most inno- 
vative characterization that can be achieved in today’s male-cast 
drama. As this study demonstrates, there are ample numbers of 
plays that present men among themselves who do not understand 
feminism, because they are either unsympathetic toward or un- 
aware of feminist goals. These plays are constructed in such a way 
as to affirm the male/female power dichotomy of Self/Other, 
subject/object; their discourse coherence and male representations 
are undynamic in addressing male diversity. For a male character 
to “get” feminism is for him to understand the extent to which 
America is a misogynistic culture. Its male-dominant culture is 
steeped in contradiction as it extends rights to the Other, while it 
remains completely threatened and intimidated by the potential 
power of the Other. Arguably misogyny may well lie at the heart 
of racism, as we have seen it fester at the heart of homophobia.® 
For a male character to “get” feminism, therefore, is for him to 
begin to “get” racism and homophobia. One must first deeply un- 
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derstand the workings of misogyny before one can begin to under- 
stand the complexities inherent in racism and homophobia, the 
other systems of domination under consideration here.” 

The stages of a male character’s developing consciousness in 
realist drama—the stages of Western men’s developing conscious- 
ness in real life, for that matter—are not random. As repeatedly 
demonstrated in male-cast plays, the male character’s awareness of 
and conflict with the Other is the starting point of every play. Only 
through the course of the play does the Other, initially coded as 
Woman, begin to redefine itself as men’s differences among them- 
selves—that is, when men see each other as “other” relative to each 
one’s distinguishing features, including sexual orientation, race, 
ethnicity, and class. As the male character defines his relationship 
to the absent Other and what she represents to him—all of which 
is explicit or implicit in his dialogue and actions—he begins to 
identify his sexual politics. These politics indicate his relationship 
to women, to men, and finally to sexism. Just as feminism is a 
politics of the Other (in Beauvoirian terms) as subject and object, 
so the male-cast play illuminates, essentially, a politics of the Self 
as subject and object. Only recently has a feminist voice in male- 
cast drama, usually written by playwrights who are of color or gay 
or both, begun to influence noticeably the plays’ form and con- 
tent—to offer diverse visions of the subject’s politics. 

The male-cast canon has precious few plays that include male 
characters for whom feminism has naturally, and not just polemi- 
cally (or begrudgingly), informed their way of life. For a writer to 
consider that a character may have a supportive relationship to 
feminism appears to be a key to unlocking the writer’s imagination 
when it comes to the representation of men among themselves. A 
whole new world of original, diverse voices is waiting to speak its 
unconventional male dialogue. Such voices will necessarily dem- 
onstrate, and thereby validate, the real fluidity to gender codings 
that American feminist Margaret Fuller advocated in 1843: “Male 
and female...are perpetually passing into one another....There 
is no wholly masculine man, no wholly feminine woman” (43). 
And although a fluid male voice has yet to enter fully into the 
American dramatic idiom, it does exist in many different manifesta- 
tions in American life. To dramatize the diversity of men’s lives, 
the range of their masculinities, would constitute a challenging act 
in American male-cast drama. 

The cast of that future drama has long been assembled. We 
await the start of this new play. 
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1. Speaking of gay men as “differently masculine” (356), Ken Corbett 
suggests that “homosexuality is a differently structured masculinity, 
not a simulated femininity or nonmasculinity” (347). “The gay man’s 
experience of gender,” Corbett argues from a clinical perspective, 
“does not rest on a binary tension modeled on heterosexual masculin- 
ity and femininity” (349), a position David Bergman cites in his cri- 
tique of gay self-representation in American literature (26—43). 

With respect to all men and women (as represented within literary 
texts), however, I suggest throughout this study that if gender is viewed 
as a fluid construct, then all men are necessarily differently masculine 
from each another, just as all women are necessarily differently femi- 
nine from each another. Within any given man, the masculine coexists 
with the feminine, and within any given woman, the feminine coexists 
with the masculine. Or, as Linda Bamber explains it, “the Otherness 
of the feminine [is] in the consciousness of individual men. ... [and] 
the masculine Other is in the consciousness of women” (11). One’s 
individualization, therefore, is partially determined by the unique vari- 
ation of these coexisting gender codes that he or she embodies. See 
also Butler 1990. 

2. Chaudhuri uses “difference within” to refer to culture, yet the term is 
also applicable to gender. Chaudhuri acknowledges Barbara Johnson’s 
discussion of “difference as a suspension of reference” (328), illus- 
trated in the writings of Zora Neale Hurston, as a precursor to her own 
notion of difference within. For Chaudhuri, “[T]he drama of immi- 
grants... furnishes more and more examples of what a truly differen- 
tial interculturalism will look like. Its ultimate subject will be, I sus- 
pect, the distinction between two kinds of difference: one between, the 
other within” (196-97). See Michele Barrett for a discussion of the 
different meanings of the concept of difference, particularly as they 
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apply to the recognition of “‘the differences within’ the idea of 
woman” (37). Barrett’s definitions more closely relate to my immediate 
interest in gender, but, unlike Chaudhuri’s more appealing, non-gen- 
der-specific “personalist terrain” (199), they remain focused only on 
women’s experience. Undoubtedly the distinction between “differ- 
ence” and “power,” which indicates, to Barrett, a hierarchical con- 
struct that privileges some women over other women, is the same 
distinction that privileges all men over all women, despite any of their 
shared differences (e.g., race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation). 
There has been no discussion of what the “difference within” the idea 
of man might do to challenge the traditional notions upon which dis- 
tinctions between difference and power are based. What happens, 
therefore, if we imagine a dialogue of difference that includes men, 
male difference, and the “difference within” the idea of men? 

. This figure refers to all modes of male-cast drama: realist, nonrealist, 
and monodramas. Over three hundred texts written in the latter two 
modes are published. 

. In her provocative essay, “Looking for Mr. Bovary,” Lavonne Mueller 
acknowledges that few women playwrights “invent” (that is, imagine 
and write) “strong” male characters (and, I might add, male-cast plays); 
“today’s most successful women’s plays have no male characters at 
all.” “[E]ntering the male psyche is generally not prevalent among 
women writers in general and women playwrights in particular,” re- 
marks Mueller. 


If, indeed, there are plays the public expects a woman to write, 
subtle as this expectation may be, then this “feminine timidity” 
could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. If a man wrote a definitive 
portrait of a woman—a Madame Bovary—then potentially there is a 
woman who can write and will write the “Bovary” of a man. Some- 
how, the climate for women who write has to be made more accept- 
ing by the public, critics, and women themselves. 


. Among the plays set in domestic spaces that are cast with straight 
characters are William Inge’s The Call, Jason Miller’s That Champion- 
ship Season, and John Ford Noonan’s Some Men Need Help. Gay plays 
in domestic settings include Victor Bumbalo’s Kitchen Duty and After 
Eleven, Robert Chesley’s Jerker, or the Helping Hand, Mart Crowley’s 
The Boys in the Band, Terrence McNally’s The Lisbon Traviata, 
Sidney Morris’s If This Isn’t Love! and Robert Patrick’s T-Shirts and 
The Haunted Host. 

. Rosen draws this conclusion from an analysis of ten European texts 
and four American, all written by males. The European texts have 
mixed casts and nonrealist structures. Of the American texts, three are 
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written in a realist mode, and two (The Brig and Streamers) are male- 
cast plays. 

. Among the more familiar male-cast plays set in hospitals are Juan 
Shamsul Ald4m’s Accession, Tom Cole’s Medal of Honor Rag, Corinne 
Jacker’s Terminal, and Ronald Ribman’s Cold Storage; in prisons, 
Além’s God’s Children, David Montreal’s Cellmates, Miguel Pifiero’s 
Short Eyes, Ribman’s The Poison Tree, Martin Sherman’s Bent, John 
Wexley’s The Last Mile, and Carlota Zimmerman’s Man at His Best; 
and in military camps, Kenneth Brown’s The Brig, Charles Fuller’s A 
Soldier’s Play, Robert Hock’s Borak, Arthur Laurents’s Home of the 
Brave, and David Rabe’s Streamers. 

There are no American male-cast plays like Peter Weiss’s mixed- 
cast Marat/Sade, for example. American theater has yet to portray mad 
men among sane men in a civilian institutional system and the strug- 
gle for control between them, a major theme of mixed-cast plays set 
in asylums. There are three qualified male-cast asylum plays, however: 
Robert W. Masters’s The Window, James McLure’s Pvt. Wars, and 
Arthur Miller’s one-act play The Last Yankee. In a ward room in a 
mental hospital, patients interact in The Window. McLure’s play, ac- 
cording to the text, is set in an Army veteran’s hospital; Christopher 
Bigsby calls the setting a “mental hospital” (1992, 260). The Last Yan- 
kee (produced at New York’s Ensemble Studio Theatre, June 1991) is 
set in the waiting room of an institution, where two men, who are not 
patients, converse. Among the topics the men discuss are their wives 
(the play’s absent women) who are patients in the asylum. In January 
1993, Manhattan Theatre Club premiered Miller’s revised text of The 
Last Yankee: a two-act, mixed-cast play (the wives are present on stage 
during the second act). 

. Occupational dramas include plays set in police stations, Thomas 
Babe’s A Prayer for My Daughter, Arthur Kopit’s The Questioning of 
Nick, and Tom Topor’s Answers; courtrooms, Saul Levitt’s The Ander- 
sonville Trial, Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny Court Martial, and 
Larry Atlas’s Total Abandon; physicians’ offices, Charles Dizenzo’s 
The Last Straw; teachers’ offices and academic institutions, Bill Cain’s 
Stand-up Tragedy, Martin Duberman’s Metaphors and The Colonial 
Dudes, and Robert Marasco’s Child’s Play; business offices, Clay Goss’s 
Of Being Hit, Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross, Dennis McIntyre’s Estab- 
lished Price, and Murray Schisgal’s The Flatulist; and clerics’ quarters, 
Leo Brady’s Brother Orchid, Bill C. Davis’s Mass Appeal, and Emmet 
Lavery’s The First Legion. A hotel room is the setting for the traveling 
salesmen in Tennessee Williams’s The Last of My Solid Gold Watches. 

Examples of plays set in nonprofessional work environments in- 
clude the industrial factory of Martin Flavin’s Amaco, the construction 
sites of Kevin Heelan’s Distant Fires and David Ives’s Mere Mortals, 
the railroad tracks of David Henry Hwang’s The Dance and the Rail- 
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road, the junk shop of Mamet’s American Buffalo and the ship deck 
of his Lakeboat, the garage of Gary Richards’s The Root, the freight 
elevator lobby of David Therriault’s Floor above the Roof, and the 
newspaper’s reel room in James Yoshimura’s Union Boys. The blue- 
collar characters in these plays are often immigrants or men of color 
or both. 


. A distinguishing characteristic of the male-cast canon is, indeed, its 


persistent portrayal of American men as drinkers, if not drunks. Con- 
sider, along with J. Miller’s That Championship Season, such plays as 
Davis’s Mass Appeal, Heelan’s Distant Fires, Louis LaRusso’s Lampost 
Reunion, Stephen Mack Jones’s “The American Boys,” McLure’s Pvt. 
Wars, McNally’s The Lisbon Traviata, Noonan’s Some Men Need Help, 
Patrick’s T-Shirts, Jeff Stetson’s Fraternity, Candido Tirado’s First 
Class, and Jane Willis’s Men without Dates. American men as drug 
users, captured in Patrick’s The Haunted Host, are also portrayed in 
Babe’s A Prayer for My Daughter, Alan Bowne’s Forty-Deuce and A 
Snake in the Vein, Ed Bullins’s Salaam, Huey Newton, Salaam, 
Crowley’s The Boys in the Band, and Therriault’s Floor above the Roof. 

A point of interest: Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh, according 

to Thomas B. Gilmore, is American drama’s foremost example of the 
“anatomy of alcoholism and a distinction between alcoholics and 
drunks” (15). Getting drunk and revealing pipe dreams go hand in 
hand in O’Neill’s play. While frequently thought to be male cast, 
O’Neill’s three-act play set in Harry Hope’s bar is mixed cast. See 
Gayle Austin for a discussion of the significant, brief presence of three 
women in the predominantly male setting (30-37). 
A notable exception is McNally’s The Lisbon Traviata. The kind of 
violence featured in the play, however, depends solely upon which 
performance or published version of the script one refers to: Stephen 
either contemplates, but does not act upon, killing his lover Mike with 
a pair of scissors at the play’s end (Promenade Theatre, New York, 
October 1989; McNally 1990) or he kills Mike with the same scissors 
(McNally 1988; Manhattan Theatre Club, New York, May 1989; Mark 
Taper Forum, Los Angeles, November 1990). Although the reality of 
domestic violence in gay or straight relationships is indisputable, I find 
it curious that while such violence is rarely portrayed between gay 
men, it is portrayed in the first commercially successful American gay 
male-cast play (i.e., the Off-Broadway run of McNally’s play at Second 
Stage) to reach a popular audience since Crowley’s The Boys in the 
Band, produced Off Broadway in 1968. 

McNally’s earliest published version of The Lisbon Traviata (1988) 
harkens back to Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story, the pivotal male-cast 
play, at least within this study’s scope (see chap. 2), which dramatizes 
unconditionally man’s failure to connect nonviolently with another 
man as well as man’s inability (or unwillingness) to understand an- 
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other man’s personal needs. McNally presents men who are very dif- 
ferent, initially, from Albee’s Jerry and Peter. Stephen and Mike are 
neither strangers to one another nor incapable of speaking personally 
when in one another’s company. Their love and concern for each other 
are evident, yet these feelings, in and of themselves, do not make a 
healthy marriage. What happens in McNally’s “operatic” play of “big 
passions” is the triumph of irrationality and violence in a relationship 
between two men who know one another, individuals who are highly 
articulate and sensitive to interpersonal dynamics. Love fails to spare 
the lives of two men who “love” each other; only through death (at 
least from Stephen’s point of view) can a deeper connection between 
men be accomplished. While McNally struggles “to write a play that 
demonstrates what might be called the operas of everyday life,” says 
David Román, he “fails to let his characters, gay men in the midst of 
an epidemic, recognize that opera is opera and everyday life some- 
thing much more negotiable than ...Stephen can fathom” (310). 
McNally’s play, therefore, actually recycles a very familiar structural 
pattern that dominates male representation. His characters mimic the 
construction of male identity and discourse coherence that their crea- 
tive forefathers established: American men’s inability to sustain non- 
violent interaction. From a different perspective, Román, who posi- 
tions McNally’s men solely within gay male representation, argues 
that the “instability of McNally’s text, evident in its various editions, 
suggests the difficulties of staging gay relationships and friendships, 
but even more points to McNally’s struggle with the available discur- 
sive means of staging gay relations, gay subjectivity, and death in the 
late 1980s” (307). 

Representative of the many multidisciplinary approaches to the study 
of gender, according to somewhat arbitrary but useful subdivisions, are 
the writings of Hélène Cixous; Michel Foucault; Luce Irigaray; Julia 
Kristeva; Monique Wittig; Joseph Boone, Barbara Johnson, Nancy K. 
Miller, Toril Moi, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (feminist literary theory); 
bell hooks, Kobena Mercer, Cherrie Moraga, Valerie Smith, Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak (studies in world majorities and colonialism); Ed 
Cohen, Lee Edelman, Diana Fuss, Michael Moon (gay and lesbian stud- 
ies); Peggy Reeves Sanday, Carol MacCormack and Marilyn Strathern 
(anthropology); Ruth Bleier, Evelyn Fox-Keller, Donna Haraway, 
Suzanne Kessler and Wendy McKenna (biology and the history of sci- 
ence); Catherine MacKinnon (law); Jessica Benjamin, Carol Gilligan, 
Richard Isay (psychology); Nancy Chodorow, Barbara Ehrenreich, 
David Reisman, Gayle Rubin, Lynne Segal, Lionel Tiger (sociology); 
Joan Scott, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese (history); Judith Butler (philoso- 
phy); Dierdre Burton, Deborah Tannen (linguistics); Wendy Brown, 
Kathy Ferguson (political science); Teresa de Lauretis, E. Ann Kaplan, 
Tania Modleski, Laura Mulvey, Kaja Silverman (cinema studies); Sue- 
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Ellen Case, Elin Diamond, Jill Dolan, Lynda Hart, Peggy Phelan, David 
Román, David Savran (theater and performance studies); and Robert 
Bly, Warren Farrell, Herb Goldberg, Sam Keen, Peter Middleton, 
Joseph Pleck, Victor Seidler, Robert Staples, John Stoltenberg (“men’s 
studies”). 

Sanday notes, however, that Beauvoir’s “universals were based on her 
acceptance of Lévi-Strauss’s and Hegel’s views regarding deep struc- 
tures of the human mind” (1990, 2). 

Distinguishing between Self and Other, Beauvoir defines “[t]he cate- 
gory of the Other is as primordial as consciousness itself. In the most 
primitive societies, in the most ancient mythologies, one finds the 
expression of a duality—that of the Self and the Other. This duality 
was not originally attached to the division of the sexes; it was not 
dependent upon any empirical facts” (xvi). 

It should be noted that several scholars, while examining speech acts 
(i.e., how sentences function in communication), apply speech act the- 
ory (which, according to Norma Rees, provides “a framework for ana- 
lyzing speaker interactions and how listeners derive them” [199]) to 
literary discourse, including some discussions of drama. See Ohmann 
1971, 1973; Searle 1975a, 1975b; R. Gale; and Urmson. 

H. P. Grice goes on to distinguish four categories (and their specific 
maxims, such as “be truthful,” “be relevant,” “be clear,”) that produce 
results in agreement with the Cooperative Principle; echoing Kant, he 
calls these categories “Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner” (45— 
46). For each maxim informing talk exchanges, Grice also marks corre- 
sponding analogues in the sphere of transactions that are not talk ex- 
changes. Together, a maxim and its analogue support a range of “im- 
plicatures,” which Grice defines as that which is “implied, suggested 
[or] meant” within conversation rather than said directly (43). These 
maxims, analogues, and implicatures yield conversational results in 
lived experience in accordance with the Cooperative Principle. 

Elam illustrates his point by referring to Sam Shepard’s The Tooth of 
Crime, demonstrating that it is better ordered and more coherent than 
a transcript of an actual café conversation. Elam then identifies the 
major ways in which dramatic exchange differs systematically from 
any real-life equivalent: syntactic orderliness, informational intensity, 
illocutionary purity, and floor-apportionment control (180-82). 

While there is limited scholarship that explores the relationship be- 
tween dramatic dialogue and dynamics of conversation in real life 
(Elam; Kane), the value of analyzing dialogue in naturalistic drama 
from a realistic, or mimetic, position has been challenged theoretically 
(Hornby). This critical debate strongly suggests, nonetheless, a possible 
overlapping between distinct dramatic and language theories that cri- 
tique mimetic doctrine. Leading the way in identifying this theoretical 
relationship are stylistic analysts, such as sociolinguist Deirdre Burton, 
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who uses “discourse-analysis findings to explain effects in simulated 
talk,” or play talk, “to suggest modifications and innovations in the 
analysis of spoken discourse,” or real talk (168). “A rigorous and com- 
prehensive analysis of dialogue style,” Burton says, “must be able to 
draw on a rigorous and coherent theoretical and descriptive framework 
for the analysis of all naturally occurring conversation” (ix); to attain 
these goals, one must accept, however, that “any central, basic model 
of theatre interaction must have [realism] as its first paradigm” (174). 
This assertion provides a useful base from which to analyze the rela- 
tionship of dialogue to discourse. 

If one accepts that a critical, concentric relationship exists between 
the systematic codes of drama and its dialogue, on the one hand, and 
lived experience and its speech, on the other, then Burton’s work, as 
well as that of other stylistic analysts working on fictional and realistic 
speech (Fowler; Freeman; Halliday 1966, 1967, 1973; Page; Uitti; 
Widdowson), is quite useful to the literary critic of dramatic texts. 
Likewise, other areas of language inquiry—specifically philosophy of 
language, including its pragmatic and speech act theories, and conver- 
sation analysis—provide insights into discourse formation that further 
illustrate how knowledge of spoken discourse can illuminate certain 
aspects of the workings of written and spoken dialogue. Each of these 
language disciplines also contributes to a more broadly based semiotic 
approach to drama that further reveals that dialogue, like discourse, 
is characterized by a shared concern “with the processes of 
signification and with those of communication” (Elam 1). Once 
semiotics is engaged as a critical mode of inquiry, the dialogue within 
the text is “restored to its place” as one feature of “one system among 
the systems of the whole of the performance” (Pavis 29). 

The remaining levels of textual coherence that usually constrain dra- 
matic dialogue are proairetic, referential, discourse, logical, rhetorical 
(or stylistic), and semantic coherence (Elam 182-84). 

The study of a text’s proairetic coherence, argues Elam, focuses on 
how its dialogue functions as a linguistic interaction. “Dialogue in the 
form of both the speech acts performed through it and the extra- 
linguistic actions reported by it” manifests the drama’s proairetic dy- 
namic; “this imposes a strict temporal ordering and underlying action 
structure on the process of speech acts” (182-83). 

Please note that, in general, I do not discuss gestural language in this 
study of published dramatic texts. While a critical component of theat- 
rical production, gestural language—gesture, movement, face-to-face 
behavior, facial expression, and other nonverbal cues—is often deter- 
mined by directors and actors and not by playwrights. Although gestu- 
ral language accompanies verbal expression, its absence from the writ- 
ten text makes it nearly impossible to mark without imposed critical 
interpretation. I do, however, refer to such language when the text 
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explicitly foregrounds it. I discuss, in particular, silence and physical 
violence. But on the whole, this study concentrates on dramatic and 
dialogical structure, a focus that readers of published texts can investi- 
gate on their own; the study does not emphasize theatricality since to 
do so would shift its focus to the complex theatrical production of 
communication {i.e., interpretation and reception) among text, perfor- 
mance, and spectators. 

My definition of personal dialogue, which acknowledges an absent 
author, necessarily differs from that which Sue-Ellen Case defines as 
part of women’s “Personal Theatre”: 


[P]ersonal dialogue is created by partners in production rather than 
by an absent author who designs it for production in front of a 
reading or listening audience. It is a dialogue built on mutuality and 
intersubjectivity, eliminating any sense of formal distance or repre- 
sentation. Personal dialogue is not removed from life, so it operates 
not by mimesis but by enactment. It is an engaged dialogue, rooted 
in everyday life, rather than a mimetic dialogue, aimed at lasting 
repetition. (1988, 46) 


Since only published texts are analyzed in this study, a play title cited 
in the introduction is followed by the date of its original publication. 
The position of women as (articulated) objects in male-cast drama is 
not unlike the representation of women in Renaissance male-authored 
drama: male actors speak the male playwrights’ words that are written 
for female characters. Along this same line, I am aware of my own 
subject position in this study when I discuss absent women—when I 
claim to speak about or on behalf of voiceless female characters. My 
remarks, therefore, cannot help but capture moments when criticism 
and theory do the same thing that male-cast plays do: subject women 
to the power of male authority and privilege. 

Since this study of realist male-cast drama focuses on the talk ex- 
changes between men and the “realist” representations of men and 
masculinities that occur in American drama, I maintain parameters 
regarding these plays (and their productions) that are “realistic”: I 
necessarily assume that male actors are the intended speakers for the 
male characters. Certainly a consideration of cross-gender casting (i.e., 
a nonrealist choice for casting a realist play) would contribute a fasci- 
nating and useful dimension to deconstructing the actions and dia- 
logue of men among themselves, and to illuminating more sharply the 
codings that operate in a gendered dramatic system. My immediate 
interest remains, nonetheless, focused on “realist” representation and 
the conditions under which this specific portrayal can be explored 
most “faithfully.” 
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24. “Uncooperative” communication, if positioned within Searle’s speech 
act theory, can occur when a character voices intentions that are not 
picked up by any listener, making any coherent, unified speech act 
impossible (1975a, 59-61). 


Chapter 1 


1. The world premiere of Mamet’s (b. 1947) play, under the direction of 
Bill Bryden, was in September 1983 at the Cottlesloe Theatre at the 
Royal National Theatre in London. This production went on to win for 
Mamet the Olivier award, England’s prestigious theater honor. The 
American premiere, directed by Gregory Mosher, was at Chicago’s 
Goodman Theatre in February 1984; this production opened on Broad- 
way at the John Golden Theatre in March 1984. 

2. For example, in her otherwise very useful analysis of Glengarry Glen 
Ross and American Buffalo, Jeanette Malkin remarks that Mamet’s 
“surface realism . . . is implicitly critical of a society, a social ethos, and 
a political system which can produce such a debased verbal—and 
moral—existence” (145). In both plays, Malkin continues, “the ‘male’ 
world of business manipulation intermingles with the values of male 
friendship; and in the distortion of both—business ethics and personal 
loyalty—Mamet offers a sharp criticism of the moral disintegration of 
a capitalist society” (147). While this general reading of the plays is 
certainly defensible, it neglects to make explicit the connection among 
the gender features of its own observations: the social ethos is a mascu- 
line ethos; the debased verbal existence is men’s verbal interaction; the 
world of business manipulation is a “male” world; the distortion of 
friendship occurs in male friendship; and so forth. Like many critics, 
Malkin chooses not to draw attention to the feature of gender that, 
perhaps, most significantly determines the plays’ action and the char- 
acters’ dialogue: Glengarry Glen Ross and American Buffalo focus only 
on men among themselves. 

3. Mamet’s is not a quintessential male-cast play, however, in that a typi- 
cal feature in this canon, alcohol and drug use, is not specified. As he 
is about to launch into his Glengarry Highlands sales pitch, Roma 
offers to purchase a “couple more” drinks to share with Lingk (50). 
This gesture is within moments of the end to act 1, scene 3. Whether 
or not the men drink throughout the scene is not indicated; this activ- 
ity remains a director’s decision. 

4. Hersh Zeifman suggests a gendered reading behind “Always be clos- 
ing,” one that might also 


stand as Mamet’s credo in Glengarry. For Mamet has once again 


“closed” this play about American business to women, excluding the 
“feminine” and its reputed values from the sphere of dramatic ac- 
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tion; once again there is no place for such values in a world ruled 
by machismo. As in [American Buffalo], women haunt the margins 
of the text but never break through to the stage. (132) 


Although Zeifman rightly cites the significance of Jinny Lingk to the 
action in Glengarry, he underestimates the profound, practical 
influence that absent women in both Glengarry and American Buffalo 
have upon onstage dialogue and actions, as well as the presence of the 
feminine in some men’s words and deeds. The absent woman, there- 
fore, has more than “metaphorical import” (Zeifman 133) in Mamet’s 
all-male setting. Analysis of discourse coherence is one method that 
reveals the absent woman’s considerable impact on the plays’ form 
and content. 

. Consider, for example, the talk between Anglo Americans in such 
plays as Preston Jones’s The Last Meeting of the Knights of the White 
Magnolia and James McLure’s Lone Star, the African Americans’ con- 
versations in Alonzo Lamont’s That Serious He-Man Ball and OyamO’s 
Let Me Live, the Latinos’ dialogue in Candido Tirado’s First Class, the 
talk of interracial groups in James Yoshimura’s Ohio Tip-Off, Miguel 
Pifiero’s Short Eyes, and David Rabe’s Streamers, and (while occurring 
much less frequently than in the preceding male groupings) the talk 
of some gay characters in such plays as Mart Crowley’s The Boys in 
the Band and Victor Bumbalo’s Kitchen Duty. 

. Mamet defines a “gang comedy” as a play “about revealing the specific 
natures and the unifying natures of a bunch of people who happen to 
be involved in one enterprise. . .. Because [Glengarry Glen Ross] is a 
comedy as opposed to a tragedy, or even a drama, the confrontation is 
between individuals and their environment much more than between 
individuals opposed to each other” (1988, 92). 

. Moss’s response to Aaronow is, according to Anne Dean, “the ultimate 
betrayal of the trust implied in ordinary conversation; Aaronow is des- 
ignated as a criminal simply because he ‘listened’” (201). 

. “Monologue is, after all, the consummate sales pitch: not only does it 
preclude interruption, but it allows the speaker to appear ‘personal’ 
and ‘confessional’ even when (s)he is only acting” (Geis 1992, 60). 

. Consider Malkin’s perceptive analysis as to why all Mamet’s men “par- 
take of the same inarticulate obscenities, the same limited vocabulary 
and repetitive jargon” that “almost seem to precede [the men], and to 
mold them” (160). As Malkin argues, the men 


seem reduced to the words at their disposal or to what Benjamin Lee 
Whorf calls the “patternment,” the unconscious structures of their 
specific language and thought-world. These patterns, according to 
Whorf, are pre-conscious and culturally determined: “... significant 
behavior is ruled by patterns from outside the focus of personal 
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consciousness.” Whorf opposes “patternment” (structuring) to “lexa- 
tion” (word choice), arguing that the former “always overrides and 
controls” the latter [Whorf 256-58]....Mamet’s emphasis on 
thythm, on the aural patterning of speech which enables the charac- 
ters to ignore lexical contradictions, even nonsense, seems to intui- 
tively translate Whorf’s ideas into concrete prose—and is cardinal 
to the production of a sense of determinism in his plays. (160) 


If one analyzes Mamet’s language within the context of the semiotic 
of maleness and discourse coherence, however, a more comprehensive 
pattern arises, one that reveals a conscious choice by Mamet to struc- 
ture the language of male characters according to a rigid semiotic sys- 
tem based upon gender codes. Gender codes that operate on charac- 
ters’ (playwrights’) word choices appear to determine more profoundly 
the patternment, if you will, in male characters’ talk than the charac- 
ters’ rhythms and aural patterns. The “sense of determinism” that 
Malkin finds in the language of Mamet’s plays is actually a conven- 
tional feature of male-male dialogue in the male-cast canon. Also see 
Whorf. 

See, for example, Thomas Babe’s A Prayer for My Daughter, Robert 
Marasco’s Child’s Play, and Dennis MclIntyre’s Established Price. 
Compare Levene’s to Bob and Michael’s metatheatrics in Bumbalo’s 
Kitchen Duty. Rather than attempting to distinguish themselves from 
“other” men through role-playing (as in Levene’s case), Bob and 
Michael “act out” a ritual fantasy between leather master and his slave, 
complete with requisite costuming, dialogue, and behavior, not only 
to create the desirable illusion of becoming men “other” than them- 
selves but to celebrate their own identities as “other” men—as gay 
men—on the margins of the dominant culture. 

For example, consider Prentice’s assertion of Hyacinth’s voice in the 
early-twentieth-century play At the Club by Alice Gerstenberg (the 
next play analyzed in this chapter) or the three men’s varied voices in 
D. B. Gilles’s more recent full-length work, Men’s Singles. 

This is comparable to the moment in act 2, previously discussed, when 
Moss (desiring actual conversation) interrupts Levene’s performance. 
This sexist, homophobic, ageist attitude is not unlike the racist, sexist, 
and homophobic stance of the bigoted Coach in Jason Miller’s That 
Championship Season. Coach, the quintessential white extremist, 
warns his former team of white basketball players to beware of “nig- 
gers,” “kikes,” “Jews,” “queers,” “commies,” and “bitches.” “We are 
the country, boys, never forget that, never....But no dissension. We 
stick together” (18). 

Here, I refer to “symbolic order” within a Lacanian framework and the 
“social codings of gender” within a Beauvoirian context. Addressing 
the origins of the (Lacanian) symbolic order, Jill Dolan remarks that 
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Lacanian psychoanalysis [is] an articulation of the Oedipal crisis in 
terms of language and cultural meanings. The penis becomes the 
phallus in Lacanian theory—the organ comes to represent cultural 
information. The pre-Oedipal realm is Lacan’s Imaginary, where the 
child exists before language acquisition in sensual unity with his 
mother. The recognition that the mother lacks the phallus persuades 
the child to ally himself with the father and accede to his rightful 
place in the phallologocentric order. The mirror stage is Lacan’s term 
for this scene of sexual differentiation, the entry into a polarized 
gender structure, and into an articulation of subjectivity within lan- 
guage. 

Phallologocentricism organizes phallic authority in language, and 
the phallus becomes the symbolic object of exchange in a family and 
social system that denies women agency. The phallus passes through 
women and settles upon men. (11-12). 


See also Rubin, 191-92. 

Although I have selected works by a woman (Gerstenberg) and a gay 
man (Morris) to illustrate plays whose discourse coherence focuses on 
the absent woman, the authorship of this type of play is neither gender 
inflected nor gay inflected. Throughout the century, heterosexual male 
playwrights have also used this form; see, for example, Eugene 
O’Neill’s A Wife for a Life and Gilles’s Men’s Singles. 

For biographical overview on Gerstenberg (1885-1972) see M. Atlas; 
Hecht. For bibliographical information see Coven (89-92). At the Club 
(copyright 1925; first published 1930) premiered at the Ravinia Work- 
shop (Ravinia, Illinois), under the direction of Lionel Robertson, some- 
time between 1925 and 1930 (specific date unknown); subsequent 
performances include those in May 1957 by the Alice Gerstenberg 
Experimental Theatre Workshop (founded by Paul Edward Pross and 
Otto E. Anderson) during its inaugural season in Chicago. In honor of 
Gerstenberg’s contributions to Chicago theatrical life, the Workshop 
was dedicated to the critique of plays in playwriting clinics, as well 
as to workshop productions of plays before select audiences and in the 
larger theatrical market. 

Along with Overtones, Gerstenberg wrote three additional female-cast 
dramas; among her fifteen female-cast comedies are Where Are Those 
Men, Fourteen, Mah-Jongg, Mere Man, and Time for Romance. 
Gerstenberg advances the technical apparatus through which the tex- 
tual presence of the absent woman increases, adding the device of 
actual phone conversations to the telegrams, photographs, and letters 
that embodied the absent woman, Yvette, in O’Neill’s A Wife for a 
Life. As a point of interest, the telephone is frequently used by charac- 
ters in male-cast plays (usually to advance plot): men speak to absent 
women (as in Sidney Morris’s If This Isn’t Love!); men speak to absent 
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men {as in Bumbalo’s Kitchen Duty and Robert Patrick’s The Haunted 
Host}; or men who are in realist split scenes (i.e., they are visible to 
the spectator but not to one another) speak to men (as in Joe Cacaci’s 
Old Business and Robert Chesley’s Jerker—-in both plays, all dialogue 
is spoken over telephones). 
The Sherman-Hyacinth-Prentice—or the husband, the (absent) wife, 
and her lover—triangle is actually a dramatic convention in male-cast 
drama, beginning as early as O’Neill’s A Wife for a Life (written in 
1913). Within these plays, the absent woman is seen from two dichoto- 
mous perspectives. The men’s dialogue about the absent woman, in 
turn, generates the plays’ main conflict. 
This power is manifested in a range of characters who appear in hu- 
morous as well as serious plays, or movements within such plays, 
throughout the male-cast canon. For instance, Ora embodies a compa- 
rable, aggressive male voice in Amiri Baraka’s The Toilet, a play writ- 
ten forty years after At the Club and discussed in detail in chapter 2. 
While not intended for comic relief but rather to heighten dramatic 
tension, Ora’s voice dominates the selection and maintenance of social 
dialogue and, eventually, of violence in Baraka’s text. Vocal males of 
Boyd’s and Ora’s type—ones who aggressively adhere to the social and 
gender codings that privilege them in either the white patriarchy (as 
in Boyd’s case) or in their immediate group of minority men (as in 
Ora’s)—effectively inhibit the topic selections within men’s inter- 
action. 
Sidney Morris’s (b. 1929) If This Isn't Love! under the direction of 
Leslie Irons, premiered at New York City’s Shandol Theatre in April 
1982. The show ran for eight months and over 180 performances, 
making it one of the most successful, long-running plays to date for its 
producers, The Glines (who would go on to produce Harvey Fierstein’s 
Tony Award-winning Torch Song Trilogy on Broadway in 1983). 
Among Morris’s produced plays are A Gallery of Characters, A Pocket 
Full of Posies, Exorcism of Violence, Last Chance at the Brass Ring, 
The Six O’Clock Boys, The Demolition of Harry Fay, Video’s Child, 
Uncle Yossil: A Mystery, and another successful male-cast play, The 
Wind beneath My Wings. Morris has also written the book for the AIDS 
musical We’ve Got Today. For additional background information on 
American gay theater history see Clum 1992; Shewey. 
Samuel L. Kelley’s Pill Hill is the most recent full-length male-cast 
play to utilize a format similar to Morris’s decade structure in If This 
Isn’t Love! Kelley’s play focuses on the impact of time and change on 
the relationships among the same six African American men: act 1 is 
set in 1973, act 2 in 1978, and act 3 in 1983. 

It should also be noted that Robert Patrick has written a series of 
seven one-act plays, each in a different setting with different charac- 
ters, which together trace the romantic comedy of gay male love from 
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decade to decade, starting with the 1920s and ending with the 1980s. 
Collected under the title Untold Decades, six of these “gay history 
plays” are male-cast while Pouf Positive, a monodrama set in the 
1980s, features a man with AIDS. About this suite of plays, Patrick 
remarks: “My theme here is the effects of repression upon the noble 
spirit, and I picked the stories to trace it. I know ten thousand more 
gay stories, have told a lot of them, and will tell, I hope, many more. 
Fll get to the slumber parties and gay synagogues, believe me” (1988, 
xvi). 

Adam and Eric’s coded language also has historical resonance for an 
entire community: even though Morris’s play was written during the 
1980s, act 1 (and much of act 2) captures a milieu represented by other 
gay playwrights writing before the 1980s. As such, the coded social 
dialogue of Morris’s characters in act 1 resembles, for example, the 
language of the men in Crowley’s The Boys in the Band, Bumbalo’s 
Kitchen Duty, and Patrick’s The Haunted Host. Like a good bit of the 
dialogue in these earlier plays, the discourse coherence in act 1 ac- 
knowledges the power of the absent woman and the masculine/ 
feminine model of behavior. 

In the semiotic of gay maleness in drama, there seems to be a relation- 
ship between the facts that the primary absent woman is the mother 
and that the favored setting is domestic. An Oedipality, if you will, of 
the domestic space appears to be operating in the dramatic codes. 
Although her remarks specifically address the “notion of the domestic 
household” in the black straight community, bell hooks’s insights, 
through their inversion, possibly explain why “the domestic house- 
hold” might appeal to authors when they construct gay characters. 
According to hooks, the domestic household is “the place where sex 
and desire end, so that one is always moving outside to try to recon- 
nect with some site of pleasure and sexual ecstasy” (hooks and Julien 
179). By inverting hooks’s paradigm of the straight household, many 
playwrights focusing on gay characters appear to recreate the domestic 
setting for male-male interaction as an Oedipal space—a “site of plea- 
sure and sexual ecstasy.” 

Although this bodily contact is homoerotic in intent, it should be 
noted that most nonviolent bodily meetings (homoerotic or nonerotic) 
between male characters (whether they be gay, straight, or bisexual) 
are followed by hitherto unexpressed personal dialogue. Consider, for 
example, the intimate dialogue that follows the nonviolent physical 
interaction between the straight characters in Corinne Jacker’s Termi- 
nal; the gay and straight characters in Dick Goldberg’s Family Busi- 
ness; and the gay characters in Terrence McNally’s The Lisbon 
Traviata. 

“The state plays a decisive role in regulating a hegemonic heterosexual 
masculinity,” argues Lynne Segal. 
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The labelling and policing of gay men is one obvious way of con- 
structing a compulsory and dominant heterosexual masculinity: a 
masculinity defined through difference from, and desire for, women; 
a masculinity depicted as sexually driven and uncontrollable in its 
relentless pursuit of women—in perpetual contrast to the depiction 
of the passive and restrained sexuality of the “gentle sex.” (98-99) 


Along with his victimization by homophobic laws, Adam also al- 
ludes to the racism he feels as a Jew in America. Although Adam 
struggles to empower himself through his acceptance of his identity 
as a gay Jew (acts 2 and 3), his deepest struggle is with his homosexu- 
ality. This latter topic dominates his conversational contributions. 

28. It should be noted that in American drama, gay characters continue to 
be presented stereotypically as eager, uninhibited conversationalists 
in social and personal dialogue. 


Chapter 2 


1, Whereas no one has previously discussed Hughie and The Zoo Story 
within the context of male-cast plays and the semiotic of maleness, 
critics have analyzed the plays together in terms of their shared focus 
on storytelling (see Harvey) and their general structural technique and 
style (see Krafchick). 

2. Many one-, two-, and three-act plays cast with three or more male 
characters do not limit their dramatic conflicts to characters’ un- 
cooperative communication. Qualified exceptions include, as we shall 
see, Amiri Baraka’s The Toilet and Israel Horovitz’s The Indian Wants 
the Bronx. In Horovitz’s play, two American men verbally and physi- 
cally threaten a non-English-speaking character for the play’s duration. 
As in Baraka’s text, Horovitz’s play involves two or more characters 
who engage in social dialogue and thereby communicate cooperatively; 
however, they focus their talk on the debasement of an essentially 
non-communicative, onstage character. This topic leads to the verbal 
abuse of and physical violence toward the male victim by the remain- 
ing men. 

3. On the other hand, silence is not an uncommon feature in non- 
American male-cast plays, especially in the works of Samuel Beckett 
and Harold Pinter. 

4. Eugene O’Neill (1888-1953), who won the Nobel Prize for Literature 
in 1936 and three Pulitzer Prizes, originally projected Hughie as one 
of a series of eight plays to be called By Way of Obit. Although he 
outlined some of the other plays, he died before the series was com- 
pleted. Hughie is the only one-act play O’Neill wrote after 1919, and 
it is also the author’s last completed work before his death. The world 
premiere of Hughie, under the direction of Bengt Ekerot, was in Sep- 
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tember 1958 at the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm, Sweden. 
Hughie’s premiere followed the posthumous world premieres of two 
other O’Neill masterpieces at the same theater: Long Day’s Journey into 
Night (January 1956) and A Touch of the Poet (March 1957). The En- 
glish-speaking world premiere, directed by Fred Sadoff, was in Lon- 
don, July 1963, with Burgess Meredith as Erie. The United States pre- 
miere, with Jason Robards as Erie under the direction of José Quintero, 
was at the Royale Theatre, December 1964. The first major revival of 
the play was in February 1975 at New York’s John Golden Theatre, 
where Ben Gazzara played Erie. 

. O'Neill worked with this technique as early as 1926 in Strange Inter- 
lude. 

. See Ronald Ribman, Cold Storage. The deadliness of silence and the 
struggle to defeat it through personal dialogue are central ideas in this 
two-act play. Like O’Neill’s Erie, Joseph Parmigian tries to engage a 
resistant listener, Richard Landau, in conversation. He does so as a 
survival tactic. Unlike O’Neill’s Charlie, hostile Landau does respond 
to Parmigian: 


Parmigian: Tell me about all those places, Landau. 

Landau: It’s just something to talk about, just something else to 
talk about isn’t it? 

Parmigian: Tell me about Madrid, Landau. Tell me about the res- 
taurant in Madrid. 

Landau: Tell me about anything that isn’t silence is what you 
mean! My life to fill your silence! You’re interested in 
anything that isn’t silence! 

(1978, 54) 


By the end of the play, however, Landau appreciates the necessity of 
“anything to stay alive” (61). For these two men, personal dialogue 
overcomes silence and secures their momentary connection with one 
another. As Landau tells Parmigian, “In talking to you I am very aware 
of that [need for connection in order to survive]” (61). 

. Looking at Hughie “not within the context of O’Neill’s career but 
within the larger framework of modern drama in general,” Susan 
Harris Smith suggests that unqualified, optimistic readings of the play 
“miss the ironies implicit in the resolution, reduce the hard-won sym- 
biosis to easy, transfiguring redemption, and fix the play in a nine- 
teenth-century reconciliatory mode” (170). Foregrounding these fea- 
tures in her analysis, Smith concludes that “all the evidence suggests 
that O’Neill would have moved naturally into post-modern drama- 
turgy. Hughie is a compelling example of the direction he might have 
taken.” Note Harris’s explanation and outline for a postmodern pro- 
duction of Hughie (178). 
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LeRoi Jones (b. 1932) has used the African name Amiri Baraka 
(“blessed prince”) in his civil and literary life since 1968. Baraka alleg- 
edly wrote The Toilet in six hours. “[I]t came so much out of my 
memory, so exact,” commented the playwright. “Just like I was a radio 
or something and zoom! I didn’t have to do any rewriting” (qtd. in 
Stone). According to Henry Lacey, The Toilet was first presented in 
1961 by the Playwright’s Unit of Actor’s Studio in an Off-Broadway 
production (34). The Grove Press edition of the play, however, notes 
its premiere in a double bill with The Slave at St. Mark’s Playhouse, 
New York City, December 1964; the play, directed by Leo Garen, ran 
for over one hundred performances. In January 1965, a New York 
District Attorney’s office turned down a city request to bring obscenity 
charges against The Toilet. 

A 1965 West Coast production of The Toilet received an even more 
hostile reaction than the East Coast production, with which it was 
running concurrently. Originally set to open at the Las Palmas Theatre 
in Los Angeles, The Toilet was forced to move to another space after 
the theater owner refused the production based upon the play’s objec- 
tionable language and its characters’ urination while on stage. Director 
Burgess Meredith finally opened his show, along with Dutchman, on 
24 March 1965 at Warner Playhouse. On 25 March, the Los Angeles 
vice squad closed down the show, having taken tape recordings of The 
Toilet’s dialogue to prove that it was obscene. By 5 April 1965, the Los 
Angeles Times and the Hollywood Citizen-News had decided that they 
would no longer accept ads for the play’s promotion. 

For background information on the history of African American 
theater, see Abramson; Haskins; Hay; Hill; Mitchell; Sanders; Edward 
G. Smith; and M. Williams. 


. Richard Cooke, for example, argues that The Toilet is a “thesis” play 


in which “white men are either actual homosexuals or at least ineffec- 
tual, and the strength of the world belongs to the Negro.” George 
Oppenheimer’s critique suggests that the “young Negroes [are] little 
better than savages.” Paul Witherington reads the text as a “rit- 
ual...{an] adolescent exorcism of the maternal” (159), to which 
Robert Tener adds that it is a ritual focused on “the black male intellec- 
tual and his relationship to his black brothers in a white society” (208). 
Owen Brady finds meaning in the play’s “transformation of African 
tradition and blackness itself by American experience[, which] is the 
cause of the boys’ cruelty” (71). And finally, Theodore Hudson cites 
“love” as the play’s “universal” subject. Yet, according to Hudson, 
“The fact that the love in this play is homosexual.... [and] biracial is 
irrelevant....race does not control the narrative line and the play’s 
inherent drama” (159). 

Uncooperative communication is common throughout twentieth-cen- 
tury American drama. Consider, for instance, the prolonged abuses in 
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Bill Cain’s Stand-up Tragedy, Israel Horovitz’s The Indian Wants the 
Bronx, Miguel Pifiero’s Short Eyes, David Rabe’s Streamers, Martin 
Sherman’s Bent, and John Voulgaris’s Best Friends; the sporadic physi- 
cal and verbal harassments in Thomas Babe’s A Prayer for My Daugh- 
ter, Martin Duberman’s The Electric Map, Clay Goss’s Homecookin’, 
Lyle Kessler’s Orphans, Alonzo Lamont’s That Serious He-Man Ball, 
Robert Marasco’s Child Play, John Ford Noonan’s Some Men Need 
Help, Ronald Ribman’s The Poison Tree, and James Yoshimura’s 
Union Boys. 

Roger Abrahams explains that 


the dozens stands as a mechanism which helps the Negro youth 
adapt to his changing world and trains him for similar and more 
complex verbal endeavors in the years of his manhood. The dozens 
are commonly called “playing” or “sounding,” and the nature of the 
terms indicates the kind of procedure involved; “playing” illustrates 
that a game or context is being waged, and “sounding” shows that 
the game is vocal. It is, in fact, a verbal context which is an impor- 
tant part of the linguistic and psychosocial development of the Ne- 
groes who indulge in this verbal strategy. . . . “Sounding” occurs only 
in crowds of boys. (1962, 209) 


The most frequent objects of insult in dozens are women and human 
sex organs. Its two goals, writes O. Brady: “to humiliate your opponent 
through verbal wit or to anger him to the extent that he will fight back 
physically” (70). The roots of contemporary rap are in the dozens. 

O. Brady believes that Jones’s imaginary one-on-one basketball game 
creates a “true image of black life”; this activity, along with playing the 
dozens, contribute to the realistic dramatization of the “life rhythms 
of the black American ‘culture” (73). 

A striking manifestation of Richard Isay’s view, as theorized within the 
black (gay or straight) community, is offered by Reginald T. Jackson: 


For gay tops, what is really being used to define a real man isn’t his 
penis but his alignment with the sexism and misogyny of other 
straight black men in the community. The worst thing in the black 
community you can be considered is a “bottom,” not because you 
are gay but because you are considered equal to or less than a 
woman. In fact, some gay butch tops get even more respect than 
straight men. After all, the ultimate supermachismo thing a man can 
do to another man is get his behind. Having the ability to take an- 
other man’s manhood blots out the negatives of being a homosexual, 
and awards one with social identity, stature in both gay and straight 
communities, and a sense of respect—the real key to manhood. (51) 
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Kimberly Benston, Lloyd Brown, and Lacey are among the few critics 
of The Toilet who discuss in a nonracist, direct {i.e., nonmetaphoric) 
critique the play’s handling of sexuality and gender issues. However, 
in “American Sexual Reference: Black Male,” Baraka, himself, leads 
the way for spectators to interpret white gay Karolis as the embodi- 
ment of the black man’s primary enemy—or what Michele Wallace 
calls Baraka’s “struggle of black against white...the super macho 
against the fags” (63). In Baraka’s words: “Most American white men 
are trained to be fags.... They devote their energies to the nonphysi- 
cal, the nonrealistic, and become estranged from them....The purer 
white, the more estranged from, say, actual physical work.... Can 
you, for a second, imagine the average middle class white man able to 
do somebody harm?...Do you understand the softness of the white 
man, the weakness” (1966b, 216-18). The playwright’s sexist, racist, 
and homophobic sentiments are elaborated upon by Eldridge Clever 
in Soul on Ice: Black male homosexuality is informed by a racial death 
wish. 

Since the early 1970s, Frances Cress Welsing has promoted the 
notion, as Michael S. Smith argues, that “queerness comes from the 
white man and, therefore, is contrary to African self-empowerment” 
(78). Welsing, a psychiatrist formerly of the Atlanta Center for Disease 
Control, writes that her treatment of all black male patients— 


whether their particular disorder be passivity, effeminization, bi- 
sexuality, homosexuality or other—is to have them relax and envi- 
sion themselves approaching and opposing, in actual combat, the 
collective of white males and females....As a people, we will need 
increasingly strong men because we can expect that white males, 
driven into homosexuality from their sense of weakness compared 
to the world’s majority of colored men, also will move towards oth- 
ers (non-whites), which is always an attempt to compensate for the 
awareness of true weakness. Black male bisexuality and homosexu- 
ality has been used by the white collective in its effort to survive 
genetically in a world dominated by colored people. (91-92) 


O. Brady remains the most outspoken critic of The Toilet to link 

the play’s codings of whiteness, femininity, homosexuality, and Amer- 
ica to a transformational semiotic and thematic in opposition to Afri- 
can tradition (which, to Brady, adheres to compulsory heterosexuality) 
and blackness. 
Consider, for example, the range of hostile interactions between gay 
and straight characters in Babe’s A Prayer for My Daughter, 
Duberman’s The Electric Map, Dick Goldberg’s Family Business, Goss’s 
Homecookin’, Rabe’s Streamers, and Ribman’s The Poison Tree. 
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The critics assign contrasting meanings to the names Foots and Ray 
according to their position on the play’s sexual and racial politics. For 
Lacey, as an example, Foots “implies a plodding, lock-stepped en- 
tanglement” that indicates the young man’s surrender “to the gang’s 
debased concept of manhood.” Ray, on the other hand, “implies free- 
dom and the light of the spirit, able to shine only when free of the 
restraining pressures of the group” (37). For Werner Sollors, however, 
“(T]he identity of a down-to-earth ‘Foots’ [is] more desirable than that 
of the lofty ‘Ray,’ who has removed himself from his ethnic reality. For, 
if the ‘love story’ is a sentimentalization of ‘Ray,’ the ‘black-and-white 
story’ is a bitter acceptance of Foots” (107). And finally, O. Brady 
believes that “Ray Foots’s tragic fate is to be ever divided between his 
identity as a member of a black community and his individual prefer- 
ence, the love of a white boy. He is forever Foots and forever choosing 
to be Ray” (76-77), In support of Brady’s reading, Leslie Sanders notes 
that “the black characters know him as Foots, and both the white 
characters call him Ray” (136). Sanders’s criticism of the play, among 
the most blatantly homophobic, concludes: “The tragedy for Ray Foots 
is that the Ray part of his personality can only be shared with whites, a 
sharing that takes the shape of an obscene interaction. . . . Neither the 
activities of Foots and his gang nor Ray’s private acts are a model for 
the expression of humanity” (136). By equating the black gang’s games 
of the dozens (and, one might well add, their subsequent activities of 
physical violence) to (interracial) homosexuality—an “obscene interac- 
tion”—Sanders offers a disturbing, problematic explanation for the in- 
tersection of race, gender, and sexuality in the play. 

To suggest yet another angle on the complicated issue of race and 
sexuality, consider the young (straight) men’s homophobia within 
M. S. Smith’s analysis of Afrocentricity (“an ideology based on the 
concept of Africa as the point of reference for all activities in which 
African people engage....Afrocentrism is a conscious response to 
European cultural domination” [30]): 


Too many of the purveyors of Afrocentric theory spout mindless 
homophobic nonsense which only serves to alienate productive 
Black women and men, who are gay, from our home community. 
Such homophobia also risks conferring on heterosexual Black men 
a weak definition of manhood based on not being a faggot. This is 
the hegemonic white male’s definition of himself as not the other— 
not a woman, not a Black, and not a queer. And that way of thinking 
is clearly not Afrocentric: The heterosexual Black man would be 
centering himself around what he is not, as opposed to what he is.” 
(31) 


See also hooks 1989, 120-26. 
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Critics often analyze this moment as Foots’s “baptism” while disagree- 
ing as to its meaning. For example, O. Brady argues that “Ora displaces 
Ray Foots as the natural leader of the boys by baptizing him into white 
American citizenship and simultaneously excommunicating him from 
the black freedmen” (70). In an opposing view, Witherington con- 
cludes, “Ora’s gesture and the ritual of exorcism are undercut as Jones 
shows that the baptism actually signifies Foots’s mature vic- 
tory...over his own divided self,” a “‘baptism’ into Ray, his more 
humane half” (162). 

In contrast to his racist, homophobic writings of the 1960s, Baraka 
offers (and apparently unintentionally so) a vision of interracial desire 
at the end of The Toilet that presents, paradoxically, what Isaac Julien 
calls (in relation to the radical, interracial images in his films) “an 
exciting new way of uncovering various taboos in black politics or 
black cultural representation” (hooks and Julien 1991, 171). Among 
these taboos, according to bell hooks: 


how can we [blacks] name the black desire of the white body with- 
out reinscribing the idea of black self-hatred or distaste for the black 
body?... According to the crude nationalism, the decolonized black 
subject should only have a love object who’s black. It’s hard for us 
to formulate paradigms of interracial desire that aren’t about the 
self-hating black man who’s looking to the white Other for some 
kind of glorification or betterment. (hooks and Julien 1991, 170-71, 
174) 


Baraka’s final image of Foots and Karolis, I believe, represents an early 
stage in the formulation of just such a paradigm—despite what may 
have been the author’s intention. 

In 1971, Baraka disavowed any allegiance to this final image, as he 
spoke of his embarrassment at the play’s ending: “When I first wrote 
the play, it ended with everybody leaving. I tacked the other ending 
on; the kind of social milieu that I was in, dictated that kind of rap- 
prochement. It actually did not evolve from the pure spirit of the play. 
I’ve never changed it, of course, because I feel that now that would 
only be cute” (Watkins 26). Baraka is “wrong in implying that ‘that 
kind of rapprochement’ should be read ‘racial rapprochement,’” con- 
cludes Lacey, a position with which I concur. “Were Karolis black or 
Ray white, the play would carry the same thematic weight....A mea- 
sure of the writer’s total involvement in his milieu is seen in his 
ability to populate his works with blacks and whites, even in conflict, 
and yet not be obsessed with race as central theme” (38). 

While I question the playwright’s retrospective logic in explaining 
the play’s conclusion, the dramatic image of black and white embrace 
remains, nonetheless, as revolutionary a dramatic action today as the 
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playwright considered the political ideologies and agenda in his revo- 
lutionary plays of the 1960s. Certainly within the semiotic of maleness 
evident in the play’s, as well as the male-cast canon’s, discourse coher- 
ence, this action does evolve out of the dialogue and violence that 
precede it. 

The world premiere of Albee’s (b. 1928) play was at the Schiller The- 
atre Werkstatt in Berlin, Germany, in September 1959. The Zoo Story’s 
first American performance, directed by Milton Katselas and with 
George Maharis as Jerry and William Daniels as Peter, was in January 
1960 at the Provincetown Playhouse, New York City; it was on a 
double bill with the American premiere of Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s 
Last Tape, directed by Alan Schneider. Christopher Bigsby calls The 
Zoo Story “the most impressive debut ever made by an American 
dramatist” (1992, 131). 

Mickey Pearlman argues that Albee presents in The Zoo Story “all 
stereotypical characterizations of women...[{who] emerge full force, 
tumbling into the hostile atmosphere of Albee’s anti-female universe” 
(183-84). Thus, the play “enlarges the endless canon of plays, stories, 
and novels that agonize over the predicaments of men by further di- 
minishing the emotional, sexual, and spiritual needs of women” (187). 
While not diminishing Pearlman’s concern for the text’s exact refer- 
ences to women, I would suggest that this observation has less to do 
with what the men have to say specifically about absent women than it 
does with the conversational dynamics created between men who expe- 
rience one another in the absence of females. In this light, any refer- 
ences to women—whether complimentary or not-——are part of a pat- 
terned discourse coherence existing within men’s dialogue in drama. 
Unless they are violent in their intentions (as are the males in The 
Toilet and Horovitz’s The Indian Wants the Bronx), or under the 
influence of alcohol or drugs (as are the men in Jason Miller’s That 
Championship Season and Voulgaris’s Best Friends), or engaged in 
sports (as are the men in Lamont’s That Serious He-Man Ball), straight 
male characters seldom make physical contact with one another in 
American drama. Most certainly, nonviolent contact is rare if the 
straight men are strangers; exceptions usually occur only if the men, 
regardless of their sexual orientation, are drawn to one another eroti- 
cally, as in Babe’s A Prayer for My Daughter, Neal Bell’s Raw Youth, 
Robert Patrick’s T-Shirts, and Rabe’s Streamers. 

It should be noted that this physical interaction between Peter and 
Jerry is overlooked by critics who identify Jerry as a homosexual. 
Rather, they base their arguments on sexual allusions in Jerry’s dis- 
course. See Rutenberg 27-28; Brustein 21-22; Driver 275; Hirsch 14, 
120-21; Kostelanetz 62-70; Sarotte 134-36. According to Sarotte, 
“Albee has vehemently denied any homosexual interpretations of his 
plays, and in particular he has refuted Kostelanetz’s analysis” (136). 
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Criticizing Jerry’s curtain speech, Brian Way remarks: 


This sudden reversion to a faith in the validity of traditional expla- 
nations makes previous events in the play seem arbitrary in a wholly 
unjustifiable way. ...[BJecause of this misguided attempt to exploit 
the advantages both of the theatre of the absurd and of realism, The 
Zoo Story misses the greatness which at times seems so nearly 
within its grasp. (40) 


On the contrary, The Zoo Story dramatizes identifiable dynamics of 
male communication that progress from their social dialogue. Al- 
though J find the speech to repeat points that already have been 
dramatized sufficiently, it does clarify any ambiguities that may re- 
main for the spectator. Nevertheless, Jerry’s personal dialogue, follow- 
ing an act of violence, is faithful to the discourse coherence in dia- 
logue between men. It is, perhaps, the “reality of the absurd” that is 
inherent in this entire progression of male dialogue that Way, regret- 
fully, misses. Rather than exploiting the advantages of absurdism and 
realism, Albee masterfully exposes their implicit coexistence in re- 
spect to the dynamics of male dramatic dialogue. 

See, for example, Sam Shepard’s 4-H Club. In their realistic kitchen 
setting, Shepard’s three male characters live and play like animals. 
Surrounded by garbage, the men pass time in an eccentric manner: 
excessively eating apples, engaging in ritualistic movements, and 
playacting. Male chaos invades the traditionally tranquil domain of the 
female-coded domestic space. Eventually, these “monkeys,” like 
Albee’s characters, physically confront one another through Shepard’s 
conceptualization of man’s inherently uncivilized, animalistic nature. 
The play’s broad themes include America’s social rituals (of daily liv- 
ing and playing), American imperialism and commercialism, male ag- 
gression, the relationship between language and violence, the nature 
of power, and the tensions between man’s primitive and social selves. 


Chapter 3 


1. 


For additional information on Puerto Rican American theater, as well 
as on the theater of other Latino cultures—including Cuban American, 
Dominican American, Columbian American, and Mexican American, 
see Antush; Brokaw; Huerta; Kanellos; John C. Miller; and Pottlitzer. 
Regarding post—Short Eyes theatrical involvement for some members 
of The Family, see Antush 14. See Blau for insights into the all-male 
Family’s offstage relationships while performing Short Eyes. 


. The original production of Pifiero’s (1947—88) play opened in January 


1974 at Riverside Church in New York City and then moved to the 
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Public Theater. In May 1974, Short Eyes moved again for an extended 
run at Lincoln Center’s Vivian Beaumont Theatre. 

After his success with Short Eyes, Pifiero went on to receive the 
prestigious Hull-Warriner Award from the Dramatists Guild, an Emmy 
Award for his script Lonely Lives, Rockefeller and Guggenheim grants, 
and critical praise for his script of the film version of Short Eyes 
(1977), directed by Robert Young. Among Pifiero’s other plays are Cold 
Beer, Eulogy for a Small Time Thief, Irving, A Midnight Moon at the 
Greasy Spoon, Paper Toilet, Sideshow, The Sun Always Shines for the 
Cool, Tap Dancing and Bruce Lee Kicks, and the male-cast play, The 
Guntower. 

. Consider how the codings of Cupcakes’s physical appearance and his 
function inside the all-male prison’s sexualized-genderized matrix are 
not unlike the codings of drag performers’ appearance and their func- 
tion inside the sexualized-genderized world of cross-dressing balls as 
discussed by Peggy Phelan (93-111). The balls, according to Phelan, 
are “masquerades of absence and lack which enact the masochistic 
power and genuine pleasure of symbolic identification so crucial to 
both capitalism and erotic desire” (94). In Pifiero’s prison, however, 
the men’s (initial) symbolic identification of Cupcakes as Other—as 
Woman—creates a dynamic whereby the young man is then perceived 
as either a masquerader (a subject) of “absence and lack” (i.e, a 
masquerader of the Other) or as a present “other” (i.e., a [male] object). 
When positioned by the prison inmates in this latter “real” role, Cup- 
cakes is most susceptible to rape. 

. Depending upon the context within which it exists, the male body 
takes on distinctive features in institutional settings. For instance, in 
Kenneth Brown’s The Brig, set in a World War H marine detention 
camp, the body is subject to task completions, humiliation, and abuse. 
In Short Eyes, the body is subject to the pain of violence as well as the 
pleasure of sex. In hospital or hospice settings such as in Corinne 
Jacker’s Terminal and Robin Swados’s A Quiet End, the body is subject 
to excruciating pain of physical malady and the comfort of nonsexual 
physical contact with other bodies. 

. Refer to chapter 2, notes 14 and 17 for related commentary on the 
racist, homophobic position that El Raheem articulates. 

. According to David Bergman, “Prisoners engaged in intramale sexual 
acts may avoid the label of homosexual, provided that they are 
confined to single-sex institutions and that upon release they revert to 
heterosexual relations” (28). Bergman, citing Bruce Jackson’s study, 
“Deviance as Success,” suggests that 


[m]ale prisoners divide themselves sexually into three groups: 


queens, those who are homosexual outside of prison; studs, those 
who while in prison play the inserter role with other men; punks, 
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those who while in prison play the receptor. If asked, studs and 
punks, in this system, say they play their roles because they are 
denied access to women. Jackson argues, however, that many of 
“those argot-role actors... would very much like to be homosexual 
outside, but they just did not know how” (260, Jackson’s italics). 
According to Jackson, “prison was the only place they had a moral 
structure that permitted them to be acting-out homosexuals, a place 
where there was a grand body of folk culture that legitimized their 
behavior” (261). Consequently, these men often commit crimes im- 
mediately after their release so that they can be returned to prison 
where they may reenter their desired sexual roles. “By adopting the 
convict stigma they were enabled to act out the homosexual roles 
without any of the attendant stigma they would have suffered (and 
self-applied) in the free world” (261). Their male egos can better 
accept being criminal than being gay. (Bergman 28—29) 


7. Pifiero’s gloss of program: 


The do’s and don’ts of prison life. Programs are ethnically deter- 
mined: they are different for whites, black, Puerto Ricans, etc. Pro- 
grams are not enforced by prison authorities; they are determined 
by the prisoners themselves. The program for the whole prison 
population regulates the way in which members of different ethnic 
groups relate to one another in specific situations. It rigidly governs 
who sits with whom in the mess hall; where people sit in the audito- 
rium; who smokes first; etc. It is the first thing a prisoner learns 
when he enters an institution. Failure to follow the program is a 
sure way to have trouble with fellow inmates and will result in 
physical reprisals—sometimes death. (1975, 125-26) 


8. In linking one’s intentionality behind homosexual rape and “racial 
retaliation” to the humiliation of “the victim in a display of power and 
domination,” Ariel Ruiz explains Paco’s actions toward Clark within 
a “complex web of ethnic, sexual, and political interactions” (97): 


It should not be surprising, therefore, that where the social 
significance of a man is reinforced by his sexual dominion over his 
peer, the desire for power implicit in the attacks we are discussing 
may be explained by the desire of the inmate called ‘minority’ to 
affirm his self-esteem constantly denigrated by the contempt in 
which the predominantly white society hold him” (98). 

Ruiz’s “complex web” seems to underestimate the fact that Paco’s 
wish to violate Cupcakes against his will doubly marginalizes his ra- 
cial brother, also as “the victim in a display of power and domina- 
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tion.” Finally, in Paco’s own words (and ethos), Anglo American Clark 
and Puerto Rican American Cupcakes are, in the end, nothing more 
than “faggots”: sexual objects to be penetrated. 


. Within the male-cast canon, and in particular plays that are set in 


confining institutions, it should be noted that men’s (gang) rape fantasy 
of the absent woman is not unusual. From David Rabe’s Streamers, 
Juan Shamsul Al4m’s God’s Children, and John DiFusco’s Tracers to 
James McLure’s Lone Star and Pvt. Wars, male characters talk about 
their actual seduction of, or their rape fantasies of women. Their de- 
scriptions can occur during either social or personal dialogue. 
Candido Tirado’s insightful, disturbing play for two men, First Class, 
is a recent example of the semiotic of maleness operating in male-cast 
plays whereby homophobic dialogue (interspersed with misogynistic 
references to absent women) precedes either talk of or actual violence. 
Tirado closes each of his two acts according to this pattern. The set of 
each act centers on a bench in a New York City traffic island (which 
serves as a metaphor for Puerto Rico), an image that recalls the pri- 
macy of the isolated Central Park bench in The Zoo Story. Within 
moments of the end of act 1, Apache (a veteran gang leader) humiliates 
his younger stepbrother, Speedy (a former convict), by reminding him 
that “in jail [Speedy] gave up [his] ass if somebody raised their voice.” 
“T ain’t a faggot,” Speedy replies, “I was gang raped. Like we used to 
do to Debbie.” “Debbie liked it,” Apache responds. “Maybe you did 
too,” which prompts Speedy to pull a knife on Apache. “The first thing 
I’m going to teach you about fighting is not to talk so much,” Apache, 
now armed with a chain, warns the “faggot whore”; Speedy counters 
with “your mother was a whore.” The men now drop their weapons, 
each ready for a fist fight, to “[d]ie like a man” (101-2). The act ends 
as Speedy leaves the scene, responding to the car horn of one of his 
gang members. 

Six months later, at the conclusion of act 2, Speedy asks Apache, 
“Am I a man?” and then he describes in detail how “they took [his] 
manhood” during the prison rape. Apache replies, “It takes more than 
a tight asshole to be a man” (115). Picking up chains and planks, the 
men commit to their “last fight” against the enemy gang (117). The 
play ends as the two pledge to stay together after this last battle. Their 
unconditional acceptance of one another, therefore, is predicated on 
their defense of the (traffic) island home—the violent defense of the 
(Albeeian) bench. 

Thanks to Joseph A. Boone for this insight. 

Rabe’s (b. 1940) Streamers received its world premiere at the Long 
Wharf Theatre, under the direction of Mike Nichols, in January 1976. 
Including three of the original cast members, Nichols’s second produc- 
tion of Streamers opened Off-Broadway, at Lincoln Center’s Mitzi 
Newhouse Theatre, in April 1976. 
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See, for instance, Charles Fuller’s A Soldier’s Play, Arthur Laurents’s 
Home of the Brave, and Celeste Bedford Walker’s Camp Logan, or such 
nonrealist military plays as DiFusco’s Tracers, Quincy Long’s The Vir- 
gin Molly, and Stephen Mack Jones’s Back in the World. 

See William Herman for one of the few discussions of Streamers to 
focus on the importance of gender and sexual issues in the play as 
they relate specifically to men who are in the military. Notice the role 
of the absent woman in this scenario. “What is at stake in Streamers,” 
Herman argues, 


is what is at stake for men who leave civilian life to go to 
war....The army, which needs a psychologically stable group of 
men in order to function properly, is by its nature responsible for 
disorientations and instability. That is, a heterosexual male entering 
the army gives up not only his physical safety but also the psycholo- 
gial safety that lies in the confirming rituals of his gender. Without 
the protection of those rituals, for which women are necessary, his 
unconscious emotional organization is subjected to the strains of 
being stimulated by other male psyches, the momentum and angular 
force of their needs. To protect his heterosexuality he needs to hold 
back. For the homosexual male, entering the army is also the occa- 
sion for a loss of confirming gender rituals, for which other homo- 
sexual males are necessary. He too is subject to the pull of other 
male psyches. To protect his homosexuality he needs to press its 
claims. (103) 


In general, Herman’s theory on heterosexuals’ and homosexuals’ 
psyches and behaviors in the military is one of many that surfaced 
during the congressional debates on the legal status of self-identified 
gays and lesbians in the U. S. military (which currently bans homo- 
sexuals) in 1993. Some of these alternative theories, obviously, dis- 
agree with Herman’s assertion. 

See, for example, Bill C. Davis’s male-cast play Mass Appeal, which 
focuses on the conflict of a seminarian’s bisexuality. The characters in 
the play perceive even their metalinguistic dialogue as too damaging 
and risky to sustain, as the priest and his student struggle to talk about 
whether or not they can or should talk about the student’s sexuality. 
Race and racism are often the principal issues in the historically based 
military plays of African American writers. See, for example, Fuller’s 
A Soldier’s Play and Walker’s Camp Logan. 

The reverse situation is never acknowledged in male-cast plays as a 
possible sexual, erotic development for a man: a homosexual who gets 
“hooked” on bisexuality or heterosexuality. 

This rite of male passage is not uncommon in male-cast plays. See, for 
example, McLure’s Pvt. Wars, when Silvio takes Gately out of the 
veteran’s hospital to pick up girls. 
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As illustrated recently by Carlota Zimmerman’s Man at His Best, on- 
stage erotic action between an interracial male couple occurs only in 
plays set in confining institutions. Zimmerman’s play is a penetrating 
look at a relationship between two men in prison: Skyler, a white 
murderer, and Dean, a black hustler. Through fifteen scenes, Sky and 
Dean engage in various games of sexual fantasy: one is always desig- 
nated the (female) Other who is the object of the (male) Self’s domina- 
tion, seduction, and humiliation. Nearly all of the men’s metatheatrics 
of power and sex are fantasized within a heterosexual context that not 
only appropriates straight culture to legitimize their behavior but also 
affirms (albeit graphically) the function of the absent woman in male 
characters’ relationships. Adhering to the semiotic of maleness, how- 
ever, Zimmerman’s play—and, in particular, its discourse coherence— 
offers a too familiar resolution between men {i.e., in terms of its vio- 
lence). Overcoming their verbal and physical abuse of one another, 
Sky eventually admits that he loves Dean. Just after the words “I love 
you” come out of his mouth, Sky kisses Dean—and then proceeds to 
strangle him to death. 

See Philip Kolin for Streamers’ stage history; Kolin documents the 
wide range of critics’ and audiences’ reactions to the play’s closing 
violence (65-77). 

Streamers are parachutes that fail to open. Any alternative lyrics are 
sung to the melody of Stephen Foster’s “Beautiful Dreamer.” 

The American premiere of Swados’s (b. 1953) play was at the Interna- 
tional City Theatre in Long Beach, California, under director Jules 
Aaron, in January 1986; the British premiere, directed by Noel Greig, 
was at London’s Offstage Theatre, February 1986. Subsequent produc- 
tions include those at the American Repertory Theatre in Amsterdam 
(director, Robin Swados; September 1986); Repertory Theatre of St. 
Louis (director, Sam Blackwell; October 1987); Theatre Off Park in 
New York City (director, Tony Giordano; May 1990); and PlayWorks 
Theatre in Philadelphia (director, Leland Hoffman; October 1993). In 
his introduction to Gay and Lesbian Plays Today, which includes A 
Quiet End, Terry Helbing speaks of Swados’s play (as well as the other 
plays in the anthology) as offering an alternative to the “dick-wiggling 
theatre” tradition of early gay drama (x). Helbing praises A Quiet End 
for its themes of “human interaction, friendship, and simply caring” 
(xi). As such, the play offers an “important slice... of contemporary 
gay life as expressed in the theatrical idiom” (xiii). 

See, for example, the quality of Steven’s life in the absurd-realist Ter- 
minal by Jacker or Landau’s and Parmigian’s lives in the realist Cold 
Storage. Although Ribman’s Cold Storage is not a male-cast play (one 
woman speaks briefly at the beginning and conclusion of act 1), I find 
the play quite revealing in its commitment to and development of 
personal dialogue between men. 
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One exception occurs between the straight men in Terminal’s conclu- 
sion: after getting into bed with Oswald, who is naked, Steven kisses 
Oswald in order to get him to stop talking! 
This picture was not helped by the images in Mart Crowley’s success- 
ful The Boys in the Band. For the gay community, let alone mass 
culture, to reclaim The Boys in the Band from the (historic) jaws of 
homophobic readings, however, is not to fear the play’s representa- 
tions. Certainly many gay men’s lives were and are like some of the 
characters whom critics of the play consider negative images of gay 
life. Yet differences exist within any community. The Boys in the Band 
challenges members of the gay community to acknowledge differences 
among themselves. This issue must be separated out, however, from 
the larger one of the marketplace: why was The Boys in the Band, 
which ran 1968-70, the first gay male-cast play to become mainstream? 
What is historically significant about Crowley’s work, a fact that 
reaches beyond a community’s exposure to some of its own differ- 
ences, is the limited representation of homosexuality it presents to a 
mass audience. For many, The Boys in the Band only confirmed the 
stereotypical image of homosexuals as male others, as objects within 
the semiotic of maleness: self-pitying, tortured, homophobic alcoholics 
who, very simply, are not “real” men. Such reactions, while under- 
standable, tend to overshadow any appreciation for the positive images 
of gay life represented in the play, including lovers Hank and Larry’s 
reconciliation (see Clum 1992, 258) along with Bernard and Emory’s 
caring, supportive friendship. Much depth of character, however pain- 
fully exposed and excruciatingly truthful, is revealed in Crowley’s 
play, albeit at the bottom of a glass, at the end of a joint, or over the 
telephone wires—conventional technical apparati for facilitating self- 
disclosing dialogue in any American play. 
Each of the three men links his past sexual behavior to his current 
health crisis. Each also indicates some regret over that conduct. This 
is a controversial aspect of the play as it may appear to some that the 
characters are participating in the “I deserve AIDS” punishment syn- 
drome, one that is finally homophobic. As Douglas Crimp aggressively 
argues, promiscuity does not kill, diseases do; safe sex is part of the 
solution in the battle against AIDS. While Swados’s characters do not 
advocate monogamy, they also do not reclaim the possibility of multiple 
sex partners in the age of safe sex. Safe sex, practiced in any relation- 
ship(s) or encounter(s), is a viable sexual-behavioral choice that one 
can make in an effort to diminish one’s potential exposure to viruses. 
Acknowledging that Swados’s “approach to the disease is decidedly 
traditional here, with little or no discussion of holistic approaches or 
organizations like HEAL [a Brooklyn-based organization that advocates 
alternative nontoxic therapies],” Terry Helbing nonetheless commends 
the play, for “there is no lack of warmth in Swados’s impressive ef- 
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fort” (xii). Swados has written his characters honestly; each appears 
to accept responsibility for the choices he makes, whether or not his 
choices are popular, or even the best ones. 

Self-accepting gay characters in American realist and nonrealist mixed- 
cast dramas have become a staple of representation on the Broadway 
stage: from Lanford Wilson’s The Fifth of July (produced in 1978) and 
Harvey Fierstein’s Torch Song Trilogy (1983), to William Hoffman’s As 
Is (1985), Richard Greenberg’s Eastern Standard (1989), and Tony 
Kushner’s Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes 
(1993, 1994). Each of these representative mixed-cast plays was criti- 
cally acclaimed and successful at the box office. No American realist 
drama cast only with gay male characters has been performed on Broad- 
way. (Note: McNally’s Love! Valor! Compassion!, which opened Febru- 
ary 1995 on Broadway, is nonrealist.) 

For a play produced on Broadway, Greenberg’s text should be 
singled out for its original portrait of friendship between gay and 
straight men. As Frank Rich remarks, “[T]he college-spawned frater- 
nity between Drew [gay] and Stephen [straight]” is “impressively grip- 
ping.” “Whether engaging in juvenile lockerroom humor or propping 
each other up in tearful sorrow, these two friends achieve a fluent 
intimacy that, in my experience, has never previously been alloted to 
male stage characters of opposite sexual preference” (1988). Whereas 
Greenberg’s achievement in a mixed-cast play of a “fluent intimacy” 
between men is to be applauded, there has been no American male- 
cast play on Broadway that has accomplished a comparable communi- 
cative dynamic between gay and straight characters. 

And in light of this chapter’s focus on A Quiet End, an AIDS (gay) 
male-cast play, the dramatization of the impact of AIDS on a gay man’s 
straight friend, with either man being the ill individual, would be an 
original contribution to male-cast drama—whether on Broadway, Off 
Broadway, or in the regional theaters. Além’s two-character piece, 
Zookeeper (Latino Playwrights Theatre, New York, 1989), is among the 
first male-cast plays to focus on gay and straight siblings, one of whom 
has AIDS. The brothers are Latino. 

When considering the core of Max and Jason’s struggle with death, one is 
reminded of this interchange between two patients in Jacker’s Terminal: 


Oswald: I can talk about death, cremation, pain, my body, and 
my blood pressure doesn’t change, my pulse remains 
slow and steady. 

Steven: Listen, why don’t we talk about something else. 

Oswald: You are afraid of death. The only way to deal with it is 
to talk about it. 

(25) 
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While there undoubtedly is truth to the adage, “talking it to death,” 
in Jacker’s and Swados’s plays the context and specific, but repressed, 
needs of the participants within that context are the deciding features 
that stimulate the personal talk. 

Tony’s request echoes the desperate need for conversation expressed 
by most terminally ill men represented in male cast plays, including 
Oswald in Terminal. See also Parmigian in Cold Storage. 

Whereas Tony and his roommates find it liberating to speak the truth 
among others who are ill, Landau, in Cold Storage, finds such self- 
disclosure between the sick as “humiliating” (Ribman 1978, 66). 

As the terminally ill Parmigian says to his fellow patient, Landau, in 
Cold Storage, “It’s important that people understand each other.” 
Landau responds: “They understand each other, It just never makes 
any difference.” “So tell me, and we’ll see if it makes a difference,” 
Parmigian concludes (Ribman 1978, 58). See also Harvey Fierstein’s 
Safe Sex, a nonrealist, noninstitutional play in which two gay lovers, 
both HIV negative, engage extraordinarily frank, caring, and humorous 
personal dialogue, as they negotiate the boundaries of their relation- 
ship amid the reality of AIDS. 

In a comparable moment of personal connection for the two straight 
patients in Cold Storage, Parmigian’s words to Landau echo Jason’s 
sentiments: “That’s it, my friend, laugh a little bit, and while you’re 
laughing ll wait a little bit longer with you” (Ribman 1978, 69). 
Joining in on the Crimp side of this debate, whether challenging ex- 
plicitly A Normal Heart or implicitly AIDS plays like A Quiet End 
(which has an entirely different dramaturgical strategy and intention 
than Kramer’s play), Mark Gevisser concludes about 


the direction theatre about AIDS has taken: it veers more toward 
humanist tragedy—the expression and working through of individ- 
ual grief—than toward the defining of a collective political and so- 
cial identity around a common experience of oppression and margi- 
nalization. The AIDS crisis is perceived not as a national disaster, 
but as something that has challenged the little niche professional 
and creative gay men have carved for themselves within urban bour- 
geois society. (50-51) 


What distinguishes Swados’s play from all the mixed-cast examples 
of AIDS plays cited by Crimp and Gevisser is that A Quiet End is a 
male-cast drama—a dramatic genre characterized by a near monolithic 
semiotic of maleness operating on its discourse coherence. A play- 
wright would first have to crack the codes of the male-cast plays’ 
semiotic system, because, as the canon now stands, that which marks 
a male character’s social identity exists at a relatively apolitical, status 
quo level of cultural maintenance. For the writer of a male-cast play, 
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Swados advances male-male representation simply by dramatizing 
men’s ability to communicate cooperatively (without alcohol or drugs) 
on a self-disclosing level. It is quite possible that future authors of 
male-cast plays will write their way through characters’ individual 
grief in order to connect that grief to a collective identity—and thereby 
formulate a kind of nonbinary activist sociopersonal identity respon- 
sive to “a common experience of oppression and marginalization.” 
The male-cast play has yet to explore what happens to (the male) 
community once one is or all are on the other side of verbalized, 
nonviolent individualization—once one has or all have recognized the 
difference within. 

But as Michael Paller concludes, “[A]long with the increased potency 
that results when a writer takes on a subject [AIDS] that is not only a 
pressing social issue but also a painful, personal one, comes an in- 
creased risk that the work will not be excellent” (57). 

Consider the extent to which Terrence McNally’s The Lisbon Traviata 
is a current example of a gay play that complicates, yet nonetheless 
participates in, the continuance of this trend (refer to introduction, 
note 10). 

As demonstrated in this study, the discourse coherence in gay male 
plays (i.e., the dynamics of characters’ topic selection) relates to the 
semiotic of maleness in ways similar to nongay male-cast plays. This 
observation, as it applies both to the representation of men among 
themselves and to drama theory, therefore, qualifies Bergman’s posi- 
tion on the structure of homosexual discourse: “No doubt, hierarchical 
forces come to play their part in homosexual relations—homosexuality 
exists only within the patriarchy—but homosexuality is more notable 
in the way it resists hierarchies than in the way it bends to them” (31). 
I would like to reiterate Ronald Ribman’s achievement in the nearly 
all-male Cold Storage for his representation of heterosexual men. His 
characterization of straight male hospital patients and their frank dia- 
logue is as impressive as Swados’s handling of the self-disclosing talk 
among gay men who are ill. Unlike Swados’s nonfamilial characters 
(including healthy Jason), however, Ribman’s unrelated men choose 
not to have any physical contact with one another. 


Chapter 4 


1. 


For background information on the history of Asian American theater, 
including that of Japanese American, Chinese American, Filipino 
American, Korean American, South Asian American, and Southeast 
Asian American cultures, see Bigsby 1992, 327-32; Berson; Chin; 
Houston; Kim; and Wong. 


. Gotanda’s (b. 1950) Yankee Dawg You Die received its world premiere 


at the Berkeley Repertory Theatre in February 1988. The production 
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was subsequently moved to the Los Angeles Theatre Center in May 
1988. Gotanda’s play received its Off-Broadway premiere at New York 
City’s Playwrights Horizons in April 1989. Sharon Ott directed each 
of these productions. 

Gotanda, who holds a degree from Hastings College of Law, is the 

recipient of numerous awards, including the National Theatre Artist 
Grant, Rockefeller Playwright-in-Residence grants, a National Endow- 
ment for the Arts Playwriting Fellowship, a McKnight Fellowship, and 
the Ruby-Yoshino Schaar Playwright Award. In 1989, he was awarded 
the Will Glickman Playwriting Award for Yankee Dawg You Die. 
Among his other plays are A Song for a Nisei Fisherman, Bullet 
Headed Birds, Day Standing on Its Head, Fish Head Soup, The Dream 
of Kitamura, The Wash, and the rock musical, The Avocado Kid. 
. Since, by definition, nonrealist drama (which includes monologues 
and monodramas) rejects the neoclassic unities in favor of nonmimetic 
representation, this study, which is interested in the discourse coher- 
ence in plays that adhere, in principle, to realist dramaturgy, does not 
analyze nonrealist plays. Gotanda’s Yankee Dawg You Die is analyzed 
as a representative nonrealist play in order to illustrate the ready link 
between nonrealist structure and personal dialogue. 

However, it should be noted that some nonrealist plays continue 
to present content that mirrors the historically grounded, conventional 
representation of men as perpetrators—as well as victims—of social 
constructions of gender. Consider, for instance, Neal Bell’s Raw Youth, 
Harry Gamboa, Jr.’s Jetter Jinx, Clay Goss’s Homecookin’, Jon Klein’s T 
Bone N Weasel, Arthur Kopit’s The Day the Whores Came Out to Play 
Tennis, Quincy Long’s The Virgin Molly, Peter Parnell’s Scooter 
Thomas Makes It to the Top of the World, James Purdy’s True, Sam 
Shepard’s 4-H Club, Cowboys #2, and Geography of a Horse Dreamer, 
and Megan Terry’s Keep Tightly Closed in a Cool Dry Place. Nonrealist 
structure, therefore, does not guarantee that male characters will en- 
gage personal dialogue. Whether portrayed in a realist or nonrealist 
play, American male characters do not appear to know how to talk 
personally among themselves. 

The most radical representations of a male “voice” in American 
theater today—that is, portraits of men who are capable of personal 
talk—are to be found in monodramas, which include monologues 
(based upon fictional as well as nonfictional material) and solo pieces 
by performance artists. From a historical-canonical viewpoint, how- 
ever, one cannot help but be struck by the fact that these nonrealist 
works eliminate the actual dynamic of male characters talking among 
themselves; the solo character (even one who takes on others’ voices) 
is a true talking head, one who exists outside of human interactive 
communication. Usually, the monodrama is a character’s “conversa- 
tion” with himself, a means to an end of personal talk, if not personal 
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revelation. Its structural counterpart in nonmonodramas is characters’ 
personal dialogue in plays’ discourse coherence. 

Among popular American monodramas are those focused on (1) 
historical, public figures, who are often portrayed by recognizable ac- 
tors (for example, Henry Fonda as Clarence Darrow in David Rintels’s 
Clarence Darrow; Hal Holbrook as Mark Twain in Holbrook’s adapta- 
tion of Twain’s writings, Mark Twain Tonight!,; Geoffrey C. Ewing as 
Muhammad Ali in Ewing and Graydon Royce’s Ali; James Whitmore 
as Harry Truman in Samuel Gallu’s Give ’em Hell Harry!, Laurence 
Luckinbill as Lyndon Johnson in James Prideaux’s Lyndon; and Robert 
Morse as Truman Capote in Jay Presson Allen’s Tru); (2) singular, 
fictional characters (such as a visionary professor in Maria Irene 
Fornes’s Dr. Kheal, a man with AIDS in Jeff Hagedorn’s One, a jailed 
Cuban American boat person in Pedro Monge-Rafuls’s “Trash,” a dy- 
ing gay diva in Robert Patrick’s Pouf Positive, a sex-industry employee 
in James Carroll Pickett’s Dream Man, a gun salesman in Robert 
Schenkkan’s The Survivalist, and a death-row criminal in Shepard’s 
Killer’s Head); (3) singular, fictional characters who impersonate other 
voices as part of their narrative (as in Thomas Jones’s The Wizard of 
Hip); (4) a single performer whose fictional dialogue incorporates 
voices not intended to be impersonated by the actor (for example, 
Shepard and Joseph Chaikin’s Savage/Love); fictional narratives based 
on one’s autobiographical material (Shepard and Chaikin’s The War 
in Heaven and Jean-Claude van Itallie and Chaikin’s Struck Dumb). 

Akin to the male monodrama is the male monologue, which, if 
manifested in various solo voices, provides the author with an oppor- 
tunity to represent multiple male subjectivities. Solo performers who 
act their own pieces base the monologues on (1) diverse male charac- 
terizations (for example, Eric Bogosian’s Sex, Drugs, Rock & Roll, 
Drinking in America, Funhouse, Men Inside, Voices of America, and 
Pounding Nails in the Floor with My Forehead, David Drake’s The 
Night Larry Kramer Kissed Me, and Richard Elovich’s Somebody Else 
from Queens Is Queer), or on (2) diverse male and female characteriza- 
tions (such as Jeffrey Essmann’s Artificial Reality, Danny Hoch’s Some 
People, Michael Kearns’s intimacies and more intimacies, and John 
Leguizamo’s Mambo Mouth and Spic-o-rama). Several of the afore- 
mentioned writers-actors might also be considered performance artists. 
Often drawing upon fictional as well as autobiographical material, the 
male performance artist approaches his nonrealist piece as a collage 
of language, gesture, movement, sound, and visual arts through which 
he mediates his performance. A recurring motif in many of the male 
performance artists, whether performing individually or in groups (the 
latter configuration suggests that shared dialogue is a possible struc- 
tural choice for the writer) is the deconstruction of the socially con- 
structed male identity. The diversity of male representation (and their 
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attendant sexual, racial, and class politics, for instance) are dramatized 
in such solo or group pieces as Luis Alfaro’s Downtown; John Fleck’s 
BLESSED Are All the Little FISHES and A SNOWBALL’S CHANCE IN 
HELL; Keith Mason’s Pieces Reconstruction DOA and, for Hittite Em- 
pire, For Black Boys Who Have Considered Homicide When the Streets 
Were Too Much and 49 Blues Songs for a Jealous Vampire, Tim 
Miller’s Stretch Marks and My Queer Body; Pomo Afro Homos’ Fierce 
Love: Stories from Black Gay Life and Dark Fruit; Lawrence Steger’s 
Worn Grooves; Gay Men’s Theatre Collective’s Crimes against Nature; 
Dan Kwong’s Tales from the Fractured Tao; Bill Talen’s American 
Yoga; Han Ong’s Symposium in Manila; and Curtis York’s The Boys 
in Curtis York. 

And finally, some male writers-performers embrace the monodrama 
as a structure for first-person autobiographical narrative. Utilizing this 
format, Spaulding Gray (47 Beds, Sex and Death to the Age 14, Terrors 
of Pleasure: The House, Swimming to Cambodia, Monster in a Box, 
Gray’s Anatomy) is currently America’s most widely known autobio- 
graphical monologuist. Gray has a one-sided conversation with the 
noninteractive spectator. His text is scripted, not improvisational; he 
speaks of events in his life both as factual incidents and as sources of 
self-reflection. While Gray may alter his vocal delivery to differentiate 
his voice from that of one of the characters in his narrative, the specta- 
tor never loses sight that Gray remains the only speaker in the play. 
For this reason, Gray’s writing and performance blur conventional dis- 
tinctions between art and life. He makes art directly out of his life, 
presenting himself as text, as a living artifact. He animates his real life 
on stage in the name of drama, disregarding fiction per se in favor of 
first-person nonfiction narrative. His drama (and performance) are best 
likened to a living journal or diary. In this regard, Gray’s pieces are 
part of a long-standing tradition of male autobiography in American 
literature: from the writings of John Smith, John Woolman, and Ben 
Franklin to Frederick Douglass and Henry David Thoreau. Gray’s 
monodramas remain the closest approximation of a (fictional or 
nonfictional) male’s representation of individualization that exists in 
the American dramatic canon of male-cast plays—simply because they 
transgress the traditional boundaries between art and life in an attempt 
to make art and life one. 

Gray has not cited any notable detail to personal relationships with 
men since his early 47 Beds, a piece that refers to time spent with his 
father, his brother, Ryan Ryder (a buddy about whom he devotes his 
longest recollection of an adult male friend in his canon), Arjuna Aziz 
(a new acquaintance in Mykonos), and Robert, a gay expatriate with 
whom he has a sexual encounter in Athens; the monodrama also fre- 
quently mentions Gray’s drinking. In his recent works, such as Mon- 
ster in a Box and Gray’s Anatomy, Gray depends upon an absent 
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woman (his companion Renee) or a representative of an “institution” 
(a person he consults for personal matters—his psychiatrist or his eye 
doctor, for instance—or a person with whom he conducts business) 
to prompt his self-disclosures. He speaks of no male friends as 
confidants, as individuals with whom he engages in personal dialogue. 
Therefore, Gray’s “life as art” performance has become peculiarly con- 
ventional and formulaic in its choice not to represent man as capable 
of, let alone desirous of, personal, nonprofessional interaction and 
dialogue between men. See also Geis 1993, 151-71. 

. Upon highlighting the historical and artistic significance of sansei 
playwrights like Gotanda and David Henry Hwang, Gish Jen concludes 
that they “are not only more likely to present Asian-Americans in their 
work, but to present Asian-Americans who are not of the immigrant 
generation.” An exception in Hwang’s canon is his immigrant drama, 
The Dance and the Railroad, set in the nineteenth century. This short 
play is cast with two men. 

. Additional authors who have written male-cast “history” plays are Af- 
rican Americans Charles Fuller (A Soldier’s Play), OyamO (Let Me 
Live), and Celeste B. Walker (Camp Logan). Also noteworthy is Jeff 
Stetson’s The Meeting, a dramatization of a fictional meeting between 
two prominent figures in the Civil Rights and Black Power move- 
ments—Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X. 

. I stress the men’s “apparent power” over women at this moment in the 
play because the scene ends with Bradley telling Vincent that while 
he may have “got[ten] the [white] woman” in his film, their interracial 
kiss has been cut from the edited version currently shown on televi- 
sion (28). This intersection of race and gender establishes the degree 
of gender-inscribed power the Asian American male can exercise 
within the dominant culture; it establishes the terms whereby he is 
framed in the dominant culture’s’ imagery as well as erased (i.e., 
through male-male violence he can claim his right to the passive 
[white] Other, but he cannot express, physically and nonviolently, his 
sexual desire for her before the eyes of America’s mass audience). 

. Addressing the complexities that confront gay men of color (and, in 
particular, men of African descent) in white patriarchical cultures, 
Kobena Mercer says, “‘Self-centredness’ is a key characteristic of white 
sexual politics, or rather, it is an interpretation of the radical slogan 
‘the personal is political’ which is made in an individualistic manner 
which thus excludes questions of race and ethnicity because it is so 
preoccupied with the ‘self,’ at the expense of the ‘social’ (Mercer and 
Julien 119). Mercer, along with filmmaker Isaac Julien, suggests that 
“European culture has privileged sexuality as the essence of the self, 
the inner-most core of one’s ‘personality’” (Mercer and Julien 106). His 
privileging of sexuality, of sexual orientation, therefore, prompts a 
white gay man to equate “the truth of his identity in his sex.” The 
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critics imply that the white heterosexual also seeks his true 
identification in the same place. His sexual orientation, then, becomes 
the primary determinate of self-identity for any white man. By virtue 
of his whiteness, a white male erases his race as a potentially marginal- 
izing feature of his identity in white patriarchal culture. This is not 
true for the black man (whether he is straight or gay), Mercer and 
Julien argue, since, as black homosexuals, their “experience tells 
[them] that being black is actually more important, more crucial” in 
defining their oppression, which in turn forms their collective identity, 
than is homophobia, which in turn forms their self-identity. How true 
this is for other men of color is uncertain; nonetheless, Gotanda’s 
Vincent appears to fear his homosexuality (and others’ homophobia) 
after his racial acceptance (which occurs while he is in the company 
of another Asian American). Yet, by asserting that white gay racism 
exists toward gay men of color, Mercer and Julien convincingly posi- 
tion a man’s race and ethnicity as his most distinct feature of differ- 
ence when he is among people whose race differs from his own. His 
skin color, and not his sexual partner, immediately codes him as sub- 
ject with power or “other” without power within a white dominant 
culture. 

Mercer also acknowledges that while blacks are most deeply op- 
pressed as a race if viewed within the context of white culture, blacks 
are also aggressively homophobic within their own community 
(Mercer and Julien 121). “We cannot rationalize the disease of homo- 
phobia among black people as the white man’s fault,” claims Cheryl 
Clarke, “for to do so is to absolve ourselves of our responsibility to 
transform ourselves” (197). To the naming of woman as Other, there- 
fore, one must add homosexual as “other.” Here, in their mutual privi- 
leging of (male) heterosexuality, white and black cultures parallel, as 
presumably do other American cultures of color (as in the Asian 
American community, for instance, as suggested by Gotanda’s 
Vincent’s sense of his double marginalization). As Clarke concludes 
in her address to African Americans, a message that also crosses over 
cultural differences in its liberating vision: “Homophobia is a measure 
of how removed we are from the psychological transformations we so 
desperately need to engender” (207). 

. Under the direction of John Stix, Goldberg’s (b. 1947) Family Business 
was first produced in 1976 at the Berkshire Theatre Festival in Stock- 
bridge, Massachusetts. In April 1978, Family Business, again under 
Stix’s direction, opened at the Astor Place Theatre, New York City. In 
partial recognition of its year-long Off-Broadway run, Otis Guernsey 
selected Goldberg’s drama as one of ten plays for (excerpted) publica- 
tion in The Best Plays of 1977-1978 (two additional male-cast plays 
were also selected: Thomas Babe’s A Prayer for My Daughter and 
David Mamet’s A Life in the Theatre}. Family Business was subse- 
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quently presented on “American Playhouse” (February 1983), starring 
Milton Berle as the dying patriarch, Isaiah Stein. For this PBS-TV per- 
formance, Goldberg added a cantor and two women to the cast. 

Prior to the New York production of Family Business, Goldberg was 
the founding director of the American-Jewish Theatre (later renamed 
the National Jewish Theatre) in Boston. From 1974 to 1978, Goldberg 
was producer of Stage South, the state theater of South Carolina, lo- 
cated in Columbia. Goldberg’s other plays include Apostle of the Idiot, 
Black Zion, Comrades, and Heart and Soul. He has also written for 
television (“Kate and Allie” and “MacGyver”) and film (The Image 
Maker [1986)). 


. It should be noted that Norman was driving the car when his mother 


was killed. He feels responsible for her death, a feeling Isaiah does not 
discourage. 

See Sy Syna for a misreading of Norman’s character that, in turn, 
illustrates a typical, clichéd reading of male representation. Syna faults 
Goldberg for failing to “draw his characters fully”: “Jerry, Norman, and 
Bobby all seem to be aspects of the same homosexual character—the 
celibate bachelor living at home; the secret gay; and the fussy mother 
substitute who only wants to keep house.” Syna’s insensitive, reduc- 
tionist interpretation of these characters is due, in part, to his privileg- 
ing conventional gender codings and stereotypes; it is also a reading 
that smacks of homophobia. While Syna’s remarks support the indi- 
viduals’ interpretations that I overheard in the theater lobby, their col- 
lective view affirms the extent to which critics and spectators resist 
alternative dramatic representations of men, especially if the man 
whose image is being “tampered with” is a white heterosexual. 

As a vivid counterexample of men’s desire to connect personally yet 
choosing not to speak in person, but rather only on the telephone, see 
Robert Chesley’s Jerker, or the Helping Hand: A Pornographic Elegy 
with Redeeming Social Value and a Hymn to the Queer Men of San 
Francisco in Twenty Telephone Calls, Many of Them Dirty. Bert and 
J. R. never meet in person in Chesley’s play; rather, they come to know 
one another through the conversation and fantasy of safe, phone sex. 
While the men’s interaction is among the most verbally intimate in 
theater, it does rely upon the conventional technical feature of the 
phone conversation as a means to elicit male characters’ individualiza- 
tion (and here, their imaginations as well). Therefore, by portraying 
David and Jerry as eager to engage Norman in face-to-face conversation 
about difficult personal issues, Goldberg’s characters—who, in a sense, 
reject the telephone as an intermediary—join a select group of men 
who pursue self-disclosing dialogue in person. Among the most eager 
and determined characters to pursue in-person self-disclosing dialogue 
are Ghee and Mead in Harvey Fierstein’s Safe Sex and the men in 
Swados’s A Quiet End. 


296 


NOTE TO PAGE 210 


12. Bobby’s difficulty in accepting Jerry’s homosexuality is not unlike 
Alan’s response to Hank’s homosexuality in Crowley’s The Boys in the 
Band (64). Just as Alan cannot believe that Hank, who appears to 
embody the ideals of the American masculine ethos, is a homosexual, 
so Bobby, for the same reasons, is shocked at Jerry’s admission. As in 
Alan and Hank’s relationship, Bobby’s own judgment, ideals, and 
sexuality are threatened by the naming of Jerry as “other.” Bobby con- 
siders Jerry to be a mirror image of himself. As Georges-Michel Sarotte 
concludes, homosexuality “is the most categorical rejection of the 
American virile ideal, which must of necessity be gained heterosexu- 
ally. To be a homosexual is to be relegated to nonconformity” (295). 
By responding to Jerry’s homosexuality through “brute force,” Bobby 
demonstrates what Sarotte would call a virile “resistance of homosex- 
ual tendencies” feared within himself (78). Along this line of thought, 
heterosexual white male characters often do find white homosexuals 
to be the most personally threatening of minorities. Since both sets of 
men share identical racial identities, each is necessarily privileged 
within the patriarchal hegemony: each passes within the power struc- 
ture of the system. The gay male’s identity is often not confirmed 
unless he articulates it. Thus, while straight and gay white men gener- 
ally enjoy equal access to patriarchal privileges, one embodies the 
ideals of the American masculine ethos while the other transgresses 
them. Whereas one’s physical presence visibly marks his race, one’s 
sexual orientation is not as easily distinguishable. Influenced by the 
constraints of gender codings within a homophobic social structure, 
most Americans assume that a man is heterosexual unless he identifies 
himself otherwise. When a gay white man outs himself, as it were, he 
risks becoming the victim of the heterosexual white male’s possible 
homophobia (comparable to the latter’s possible racist-sexist-homo- 
phobic victimization of all remaining “others”’—those over whom all 
white men presumably have cultural privilege). The issue of naming 
one’s self as either straight or gay taps into codings that are gender 
based within the culture at large (that is, the acceptable parameters of 
male identification in America) as well as additional codings that are 
unique within individual racial, ethnic, and religious communities. 
Different sets of issues from those of the Anglo American may arise, 
therefore, for the gay African American, gay Latino, gay Asian Ameri- 
can, or gay Native American who comes out of the closet within his 
own racial community. Any gay man of color is doubly marginalized 
in American culture. With the exception of Gotanda’s Yankee Dawg 
You Die, no male-cast plays are published that highlight gay and 
straight men of color who, together, confront nonviolently the disclo- 
sure (or issue) of their sexual differences. (Juan Shamsul Alám’s 
Zookeeper is a qualified exception. Carlos, a Puerto Rican American, 
slaps his younger gay brother, José, who has AIDS, in an effort to make 
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him to go to a clinic. “You never liked me. You never liked the person 
I turned out to be,” José remarks. “I learned to live with it,” replies the 
older brother, before embracing the crying, ill man and apologizing for 
his violent action [440].) 

Speaking on 22 June 1980, at the First Jewish Theatre Conference/ 
Festival (held at Marymount Manhattan College), Goldberg linked the 
men in Family Business to their Jewish heritage, especially since some 
of the Steins’ concerns reflect, as Goldberg identified, traditional issues 
often dramatized in contemporary Jewish theater: a Jew’s recognition 
of his “alienation from his past”; a Jew’s belief in “social justice”; and 
a Jew’s regard for education. However, in regard to the Jewishness of 
one’s religious observance, only Norman is an obvious devotee. It is 
possible, therefore, to attribute Norman’s penchant for personal dis- 
course to his ardent adherence to the traditions of the Jewish faith; 
that is, he is personal with others as a reflection of his personal com- 
mitment to a religious doctrine. Nonetheless, “Jewishness [is] inciden- 
tal to the play,” Goldberg concluded (much the same way, for example, 
that Catholicism, one presumes, is incidental to Jason Miller’s That 
Championship Season). According to the playwright, the fact that the 
Steins are Jewish “is not part of the characters’ final struggle on stage.” 
From the point of view of this study, therefore, one can consider that 
the characters connect personally for reasons other than their being 
Jewish; their Jewishness does not guarantee their participation in per- 
sonal dialogue. 

Under the direction of Gregory Mosher, American Buffalo was first 
produced by the Goodman Theatre Stage Two in Chicago, November 
1975; the Goodman’s twelve-performance showcase reopened at Chi- 
cago’s St. Nicholas Theatre Company in the same year. Also under 
Mosher’s direction, a production was showcased at St. Clements, New 
York City, in 1976. American Buffalo opened on Broadway at the Ethel 
Barrymore Theatre in February 1977; the director was Ulu Grosbard. 
“American Buffalo is classical tragedy,” Mamet claims, 


the protagonist of which is the junk-store owner who is trying to 
teach a lesson in how to behave like the excellent man to his young 
ward. And he is tempted by the devil into betraying all his prin- 
ciples. Once he does that, he is incapable of even differentiating 
between simple lessons of fact, and betrays himself into allowing 
Teach to beat up this young fellow whom he loves. He then under- 
goes, as I have said, recognition in reversal—realizing that all this 
comes out of vanity, that because he abdicated a moral position for 
one moment in favour of some momentary gain, he has let anarchy 
into his life and has come close to killing the thing he loves. And 
he realizes at the end of the play that he has made a huge mistake, 
that rather than his young ward needing lessons in being an excel- 
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lent man, it is he himself who needs those lessons. That is what 
American Buffalo is about. (1988, 94) 


Distinguishing, finally, between the visions in American Buffalo and 
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Thomas King argues that “Don offers an 
alternative to the world of Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for Godot 
where ‘nothing is certain.’ Nothing is certain in Don’s world, but he 
has found a way to act in that world through his pragmatic use of 
language” (547). 
Note how Teach’s violent action also activates a repetitive cycle of 
personal dialogue and violence throughout the remainder of the play. 
American Buffalo’s cyclical discourse coherence is similar to the one 
dramatized in the institutional plays Short Eyes and Streamers. This 
similarity among the three plays supports the contention in chapter 1 
that the work environment is not unlike that of confining institutions 
in terms of its impact on the dynamics in men’s conversations. 
Regarding Teach’s condition, Dennis Carroll concludes, “And, though 
Teach seems to realize that there is emptiness in life, he does not have 
insights into how he is implicated in this emptiness—as the salesmen 
of Glengarry Glen Ross do. Even as he yearns for contact, he compul- 
sively creates circumstances which ensure that he will live his life in 
isolation” (35). “Sensitive to others’ comments and criticism, Teach is 
plagued by the constant threat of failure,” according to June Schlueter 
and Elizabeth Forsyth. “Neither real friend nor true businessman, he 
experiences abrupt mood swings from that of the authoritarian leader 
to that of the child wounded by imagined offenses. With frantic des- 
peration, Teach’s voice pierces the awful silence of the play, filling 
them, fighting them, with dialogue that betrays how thoroughly money 
has determined his personal relationships” (498). 
Compare Lamont’s play to other neoclassically structured male-cast 
plays in noninstitutional settings—Crowley’s The Boys in the Band or 
J. Miller’s That Championship Season, for example—where characters 
readily engage personal dialogue as they drink or take drugs or both. 
An earlier version of Lamont’s (b. 1953) play premiered in 1983 as 
part of the New Southern Playwrights Festival in Atlanta. In November 
1987, That Serious He-Man Ball opened at New York’s American Place 
Theatre; Clinton Turner Davis directed this Off-Broadway production. 
The version of the play published in Plays in Process (1989) and 
Dramatists Play Service (1992) had been revised by November 1988. 
Among the recent outstanding regional stagings of the play are the 
Chicago Theatre Company’s production at Parkway Playhouse and the 
Los Angeles Theatre Center’s production, both in April 1990. 

Lamont has received playwriting fellowships from the Florida Arts 
Council and the District of Columbia Commission on the Arts. He 
currently is Playwright-in-Residence at the University of Maryland- 
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Baltimore County. Among his other works are The Black Play, 21st 
Century Outs, Life Go Boom! and Vivisections from the Blown Mind. 
Phillip Brian Harper illustrates his critique of language and black 
speakers who achieve mainstream success in America while maintain- 
ing their African American identification through reference to Max 
Robinson, a popular newscaster who died in 1988 of AIDS. Harper 
astutely aligns his recognition of the African American’s behavioral 
dichotomy to W. E. B. DuBois’s “classic discussion of blacks’ ‘double- 
consciousness’—the effect of their inability to reconcile their blackness 
and their ‘American’ identity” (136). See also Abrahams 1976; 
Kochman; Smitherman. 

A possible motivation for Twin’s threatened rape of Sky, a threat that 
captures the increasingly violent dynamics of their power plays over 
one another, is suggested by Robert Staples’s assessment of a black 
man’s motivation to rape a woman: “For black men, rape is often an 
act of aggression against women because the kind of status men can 
acquire through success in a job is not available to them. This act of 
aggression affords a moment of power, and, by extension, status” (65). 
Through the character Jello’s actions, Lamont creates a redemptive 
image of black men, not unlike Rochester’s actions in Amiri Baraka’s 
[LeRoi Jones] play, Jello (1965), a farcical burlesque version of the 
popular 1950s television series, the “Jack Benny Show.” The “humor- 
ously ‘revolutionary’ Rochester,” comments Henry Lacey, “represents, 
of course, the rebellious instinct lurking within the most ostensibly 
passive black man” (133). Lamont may well be paying homage to 
Baraka’s groundbreaking work(s) of staged black reality in which, as 
Leslie Sanders remarks, the “images of the Negro...either as stereo- 
type or as black bourgeoisie, are redeemed” (156). In Jello, “Rochester’s 
actions destroy the script that has become legend in American popular 
culture,” Sanders notes; “his actions and words [also] rewrite the 
script and reverse the roles... Rochester acts the part of the master” 
(160). At the end of That Serious He-Man Ball, Lamont’s Jello performs 
with an authority that recalls the behavior and actions of the earlier 
African American character in Baraka’s Jello. 


Epilogue 


1. 


See George Cunningham for a different perspective on how Frederick 
Douglass’s historically important Narrative provides “a useful place to 
begin an inquiry into Afro-American subjectivity and Afro-American 
male subjectivity in particular” (109). Cunningham argues that the 
“psychosocial context of Afro-American males like Douglass does not 
place them in the position where the self is equated with masculinity, 
power, and identity while the other is invariably feminine, dominated, 
and negated.” Therefore, the critic of Douglass must “capture the com- 
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plexity of the text” by reading simultaneously Douglass’s “deconstruc- 
tive posture toward gender and an exclusionary (white) American 
genealogy as elements of dominance, and [Douglass’s] engendering 
posture toward [himself] and other black men and women” (111). 

. Briefly, let me mention a selection of “other” men’s lives—which cross 
racial, ethnic, religious, and sexual orientation profiles—that have yet 
to be dramatized, or are severely underrepresented, in published male- 
cast plays, excluding monodramas: single, divorced, or widowed men 
who, as sole parents, are raising either their birth children or adopted 
children; bisexuals; interracial male friendships that occur outside of 
confining institutions; interracial male desire; house husbands; men 
in careers that have traditionally been female identified; working-class 
men; senior citizens who are not in confining institutions; men who 
are differently abled; men who are in mental institutions, under the 
care of other men; class variations among men of color; men in settings 
that were once male identified but are no longer sex specific (e.g., the 
military, same-sex colleges, and social organizations); gay or bisexual 
parenting; straight men among themselves—as well as gay and straight 
men together—who are comfortable in expressing physical affection 
toward one another; men who are supportive of feminism; nonviolent 
men; and men who voice opposition to alcohol and drug abuse. Inter- 
esting enough, despite all the culture’s attention to the evils of alcohol 
and drugs, few male-cast plays acknowledge this concern. Finally, 
there are very few published male-cast plays that focus on the lives of 
Latinos, Asian Americans, or Native Americans. 

. While no substantial research has been done on discourse coherence 
in the realist mixed-cast canon, recent feminist criticism has begun 
to address this issue in the analyses of individual all-female plays. 
Sue-Ellen Case, for instance, criticizes Marsha Norman’s Pulitzer 
Prize-winning ‘night Mother, a play many consider to be a woman- 
identified play, as “animated by the absent male” rather than by 
women’s subjectivity (1987). Jill Dolan suggests that the play’s dis- 
course coherence derives from a failure “to discuss Jessie’s dilemma 
in terms of a wider [patriarchal] social context” (36; emphasis added); 
that is, the women’s talk maintains the characters’ positions as objects, 
not subjects, within a gender-coded dialogue—within a gender-coded 
realist framework. In this regard, Norman’s women speak about them- 
selves, paradoxically, as men among themselves speak about absent 
women: as articulated objects. As indicated in their speech, they fail 
to (re)create the female Other as subject. It remains to be seen—cer- 
tainly in a high-profile production—if a woman can be represented as 
an “authentic” subject in a realist female-cast play (see Forte). In short, 
the structure of the published realist female-cast play also appears to be 
overdetermined by socially constructed gender codings. A qualified 
exception to this reading, however, is found in realist lesbian plays. Jane 
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Chambers’s Last Summer at Bluefish Cove, for instance, is a ground- 
breaking American realist play in its resistance to being overdeter- 
mined—in respect to characterization and discourse coherence—by so- 
cially constructed gender codings. 

. From 1989 to 1992, I contacted hundreds of American theaters and 
playwrights in an effort to identify the current state of male representa- 
tion in unpublished, produced works as well as in unpublished, un- 
produced plays. I was particularly interested in receiving male-cast 
plays and monodramas from writers of color; their work, in general, 
is underrepresented among published plays. Some of these writers and 
their plays are included in the Selected Bibliography. 

Particularly helpful to me in locating emerging playwrights were 
the publications of Theatre Communications Group and the Non- 
Traditional Casting Project’s 1989 Ethnic Playwrights Listing. 

. For discussions on and examples of the impact of feminism on men’s 
scholarship see Jardine and Smith; Boone and Cadden. 

. “[H]omophobia directed by men against men is misogynistic, and per- 
haps transhistorically so,” argues Eve Sedgwick. “By ‘misogynistic’ I 
mean not only that it is oppressive of the so-called feminine in men, 
but that it is oppressive of women” (1985, 20). 

. From a different perspective, and, with a different emphasis, Michael 
Kimmel suggests that “gender may be the single most important feature 
that determines character, surpassing (or underlying) even class and 
race” (63). 
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The selected bibliography, along with the plays and monodramas cited in 
the book, provides a general overview of the range of works that compose 
the male-cast canon. It is a supplementary, not comprehensive, listing. 
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duced male-cast works that are not specified here; other authors of male- 
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omissions are unintentional: either I am unaware of specific works or I 
am restricted by incomplete information about known works. 
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eral distinguishing features. All are written for the stage by playwrights 
who live in the United States (although the United States may not be the 
writers’ country of origin). All have gender-specific casts: the characters 
are men, the majority of whom are American. (It is possible, however, that 
a male character or actor may impersonate a woman within a given seg- 
ment of a piece listed.) Unlike the thirteen plays analyzed in this study, 
not all of the following works are set in the United States. And finally, 
when a play’s production is cited (because its text is not published), I have 
tried, whenever possible, to identify the premiere performance; each per- 
formance date, however, is the earliest that I was able to verify. 
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